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“Gentlemen, I don’t think there’s anything to be gained by continuing this argument. There’s no doubt we need more production especially if we’re going to service our existing contracts, let alone any new orders. I would like to move on to the next item on the agenda because this might help solve the problem. What have you got Jim?”


Jim Pearson picked up the file in front of him and started on his report. “You will remember that I have been looking at the Black Moor area of North Wales as a possible new site for opencast extraction.” As he spoke he distributed maps of the area to his fellow directors. “Following our last meeting, I have visited the area and there’s no doubt the prospects look very good. Coal breaks the surface in many places and I would say it’s ideal for our purposes.”


The chairman lent forward in his chair and looked down the length of the boardroom table taking in the 12 expectant faces that returned his gaze. “Jim, you’ll forgive me for saying this but, if the site looks that good, why hasn’t it been developed before?”


“I didn’t say it would be easy, Henry. On the face of it, the site has too many problems for most companies to be interested. There are the usual environmental issues but, those aside, there are two other major obstacles.”


“What are they?” interrupted the chairman.


“The first is water, we’re talking about open moorland with well-established peat bogs in places. The second is access and frankly, this is the biggest problem, the local roads are appalling. However, as I have said, neither problem is insurmountable.”


As chairman of Maxwell Mining, Henry Turner was used to problems. He also knew that most could be solved with money - providing the return could justify the expense. He interrupted again. “Who owns the land at present?”


“I was coming to that. The coal is under land owned by Blackmoor Estate but there is no way we will be able to gain access through their property. The local infrastructure just makes it impossible - the local roads are tiny Welsh lanes full of twists and turns with high earth banks. Frankly, there’s no way we could operate the size of trucks we would need to make the operation practical and it’s not practical to rebuild local public roads.”


“You said the problems could be solved. I am not worried about the water; we can always overcome anything like that. How do we overcome the access?”


Pearson studied the map in front of him. “You’ll see from the maps, there is a major “A” road running to the East of the moor which would be ideal, but the only access is through another property called Blackwater Farm.” He paused while his colleagues studied their maps. “Now, if we can get permission, we could construct a private dirt road through the farm using the river valley which runs up onto the moor. I have marked the route on the maps in front of you with the access road marked in red. Unfortunately, it will mean going right through the farm buildings which have been built beside the river halfway down the valley.”


Henry Turner adjusted his glasses and traced the line of the road with a pencil before marking the buildings. He scratched his ear – which always happened when he was mulling over something.


“It looks to me as though that might not be such a problem. We can either pay an access agreement or, in the last resort, buy the farm. What’s the likely output, assuming we can reach agreement?”


“Could be huge - possibly 30 million tonnes - good quality, with low sulphur content. Here’s a sample,” Pearson replied, indicating a small sample bag with his pen, “but I really need the go ahead for a preliminary survey before giving you a proper answer.”


There was a general nod of approval from the meeting. Henry Turner removed his spectacles and lent back in his chair. He was obviously excited at the thought.


“That’s what I wanted to hear, Jim! We need that site - damned nearly regardless of cost!” He replaced his glasses and consulted his notes. “Organise a preliminary survey as soon as possible,” he instructed. “Once we’ve got that, we’ll decide on the best form of approach. Let’s aim for a first report by the end of August but” – he issued a note of caution and looked directly at Pearson – “let’s keep this survey low-key. Whatever happens, we don’t want to excite the natives until we’ve got all of the answers at our finger tips!”


This last comment betrayed the trait that marks many successful businessmen: they will achieve what they want with little regard for the people whose lives are affected by their decisions. Such men will appear affable in public – even appear to be philanthropists anxious to persuade public opinion that their proposals would be good for the community – but, at the end of the day, they will get what they want in any way they can and regardless of cost. Their loyalties stretch no further than the companies they serve and which provide their lavish lifestyles. Their loyalty is absolute, but only until a better offer comes along.


It was with this last comment that Henry Turner brought the meeting to a close. He knew, even with a fair wind, it would take a minimum of two years to get a new site through planning permission and coal extraction started.


That would be almost too close for comfort!




ONE
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Richard Grey was a man on a mission.


Late as usual, he had ignored most of the speed limits as he drove up the M5 and M6 to Cheshire from his base in Gloucestershire to attend, what he expected would be, one of the best cattle blood-stock auctions in the UK that year. He was looking forward to a good day’s business and with any luck, a major coup on behalf of his German customers and paymasters.


Following written instructions, he turned off M6 and onto Cheshire country roads. Eventually he spotted the large pedigree Canadian Holstein cattle sign mounted at the end of Lakeside Farm drive and turned through the entrance. Further down the drive a large hand-written notice directed traffic through a field gate and into a temporary car park. He swung his Mercedes into the field and drove across the freshly-mown grass towards neat rows of parked cars. Following the directions of a white-coated steward, he parked the car in line, retrieved the sale catalogue from his briefcase and, slamming the car door, set off on foot towards the farm buildings where the cattle sale was taking place.


As he walked, he glanced at a blue and white helicopter resting on the opposite side of the field beside a large cross marked on the grass. Grey smiled grimly – the sale had obviously attracted a great deal of interest and the helicopter meant Sir John Sandwell was in the market for fresh bloodlines.


Grey’s main interest was Lot 6, Lakeside Starlite Donna; he had a commission to buy the cow for a German syndicate. He knew there would be stiff opposition, Sandwell included, but he was confident he had sufficient funds to fight off rivals and pull off the deal. Passing a catering van dispensing hot tea and bacon sandwiches to hungry farmers, he waved to several friends without pausing to talk and entered the cattle lines.


Inside were 120 cows and heifers on display, standing in individual stalls all neatly washed and clipped; all of them prime bloodstock with stockmen in green overalls making sure they stayed clean. Looking down the first line of cows it was clear Lot 6 was attracting a great deal of interest with five or six men standing behind, checking Donna’s exceptional pedigree. Few if any, had any hope of buying the cow but all were keen to study the cow at close quarters. Further down the shed Grey saw Sir John Sandwell; the merchant banker and hobby farmer deep in conversation with Callum Marshall the Venture Farms general manager and one of the most respected cattle breeders in the UK.


Grey walked slowly back down the line of sale cattle barely glancing at Donna to give no indication of his interest. Pushing through the barn door he headed towards the catering van and a cup of coffee.


Callum Marshall watched him go. “Richard Grey is here,” he said to Sandwell who grunted in reply.


“I know; I saw him. He’ll be buying for the Germans but he’ll have to go some if he wants Donna.”


Marshall smiled. “I think it’s time we had a word with Arthur Jackson and see if we can’t put a deal together. How much are you prepared to offer him?”


“I think £15k is fair. Are you sure we can work her up for a breed record purchase in the actual sale?” Sandwell asked as they both made their way to outside the shed.


“That’s not a problem if Arthur will play ball. There he is over by the farm office – let’s grab him before he gets busy with John Trueman in the auctioneer’s office.” Marshall set off across the yard with Sandwell a few paces behind. “Arthur; a quick word if you’ve got time.”


“Oh! Hi Cal! Good to see you. What can I do for you?”


“I want to buy Starlite Donna.”


“So, do half the guys here” laughed Jackson.


“What do you think she’ll make?”


Jackson sucked air through his teeth and kicked an imaginary pebble on the yard. “Could make £20k.”


“Yeah, you wish. You’d be over the moon if she made ten.” Marshal paused and then turned to face Jackson. “Tell you what. I’ll give you 15 now and then push her to a breed record through the sale ring. That’ll probably raise the other prices up by 10 per cent and the publicity will be worth a shed load more.”


Jackson looked flustered and gave a haunted look towards the Trueman Auctioneers mobile office parked across the yard. “It’s a fair offer Cal but what about the John Trueman’s commission? If you run the price up he’ll want the full commission.”


“And he’ll get it,” said Cal. “John’s no fool and there’s no way he would he would agree to this if he knew. He’ll have a shrewd idea what’s happening but if he’s got two bidders and knocks down a fair bid he’ll be happy and get his commission. Do we have a deal?”


“We do – you’re a cunning bugger Cal. Now I’ll never know what Donna could have made.”


“Not as much as £15k and you know it! Thanks Arthur I’ll go and fix things up. Marshall winked at Sandwell who had been leaning on the shepherd’s crook he used as a walking stick. As ever, he kept to one side while negotiations took place. Sandwell smiled at Arthur and thrust his hand forward; Jackson shook it warmly and Sandwell followed Marshall towards the bar tent working their way through the crowd.


“Will you use Ben Appleby to run the bids?” whispered Sandwell when there was no one close-by.


“If I can find the bugger. He said he’d be here by 10 o’clock and he’s not normally late.”


“OK, I’ll leave you to it and catch you after the sale.”


Cal set off for the cattle lines and then spotted Ben trudging across the field from the car park. He set off to meet him. “Ben, where the hell have you been? I need your help to push Lot 6.”


“What a surprise! – You done a deal then?”


“Yeah, £15k, but I want her to do 26 under the hammer.”


“Breed record! Shouldn’t be a problem – Who we up against?”


“Don’t know – there’s a lot of interest. Richard Grey is here – probably buying for the Germans – and I spotted Jan De Clerk from Holland talking to Bernadette Belloise the French buyer.”


“OK. I’ll pull out at twenty-five and a half and leave you to finish.”


“That’s great. Are you, all right? You look bloody awful.”


“I had a run in with my bloody bank manager on the phone just as I was leaving. That’s why I was late getting here.”


“What did he want?” enquired Marshall.


“The bastard told me I’d have to halve my overdraft if I wanted to stay in business. I can’t find £150k and I’m bloody certain another bank won’t help. You can’t come over this evening, can you? There’s a possible solution I want to talk to you about.”


Meeting Appleby later that night was the last thing Cal wanted to do, the Venture Farms’ show cows were leaving for the Royal Show the next day and there was a great deal to do as there always was just before a major agricultural show. He sighed, Ben Appleby had taught him all he knew about breeding and showing cattle and although Cal was now considered to be one of the best farm managers and pedigree breeders in the UK, far outstripping Ben’s ability, he owed it all to the cranky old man.


“OK Ben, but it will be late on. There’s a hell of a lot to do before the Royal.”


“Yeah I know. I won’t be able to take my team this year. Just can’t afford it and if I’m not careful I’ll lose the bloody farm as well.”


“Like hell you will! That’s not going to happen; we’ll work something out and your cows will be at the Royal – can’t afford not to be.”


“God, I hope so!” Ben looked suddenly brighter. “OK, how are we going to handle the sale – you spoken to John Trueman?”


“Not yet, we’ll both go now.” Cal set off towards Trueman’s office with Ben striding beside him suddenly more confident. They met Trueman on his way to the sale ring with a marked-up sale catalogue under his arm.


“Morning Cal, you are buying today?”


“Hi John. Yes, Lot 6 for John Sandwell but I want to keep it low key. I think we’re going to have to go some; she’s one hell of a cow.”


Trueman laughed, “That’s the way I like it! Are we playing the hat game?”


“As always,” nodded Cal, “hat on and I’m bidding.”


“No problem. Do I announce Sir John if your bid wins?”


“Yes please. I just want to keep the other bidders guessing till you knock her down. I think Richard Grey will be buying for the German syndicate,” replied Cal as he lit a cigarette and offered Truman one.


Trueman pulled a Marlboro from the packet and accepted a light. “Yes, I’ve just been speaking to him. I think he’ll give you a hard time. He seems pretty determined but then, so does Madame Belloise and Jan De Klerk.”


“Well that’s fair enough,” commented Cal with a grin. “May the best man win – I’d better let you go, the sale starts in five minutes.”


Trueman grinned and set off for his rostrum trailing a cloud of cigarette smoke behind him. The sale ring was raised by a metre above the yard, with white railings to the front and sides and Trueman commanding proceedings from his raised box at the back of the ring, between the entry and exit gates. The sale barn looked fantastic, with straw bales built in tiers around the ring like a Roman amphitheatre. The ring was covered in a liberal coating of white sawdust and the sale cows would be led up a ramp from behind a screen beside the rostrum, by a cowman dressed for the show ring with white shirt and trousers.


Cal found a seat on the right-hand side of the ring on the third row of bales and looked around until he spotted Appleby on the other side of the ring near the exit. Ben was busy talking to a couple of his old friends but Cal knew he would be concentrating and wouldn’t miss anything.


Richard Grey was sitting on the top tier of bales so he could see other bidders. He quickly picked out Sandwell who had positioned himself four rows back in front of the ring; it didn’t take him long to establish that all the leading bloodstock breeders in the UK were positioned around the ring. Jan De Klerk was sitting with Madame Bernadette Belloise looking after French interests. Just along from him was Douglas Johnson from Farmers Weekly magazine, on the top tier for the same reason, and covering the sale for the business section: word in the dairy farming world had it that the Lakeside sale was likely to generate impressive prices.


The whole straw-tiered auditorium was packed with farmers, some hoping to buy and others to view proceedings. The atmosphere was tense: people knew this was likely to be quite an event with some very high prices because it was not often that full-pedigree Canadian Holstein cattle were available to buy. This sale was significant because all the cattle had PI or Pure Imported status, which meant all the animals were bred from pure imported stock from Canada.


At 11.00am precisely John Trueman tapped his microphone and opened proceedings, welcoming everyone on behalf of the Jackson family. While he was speaking Lot One slowly entered the ring led by the Lakeside herd manager and began to circle round while Truman was speaking. Eventually he got to the business at hand, “There we have her, ladies and gentlemen – Lakeside Baron Emily, she’s a Wenron Baron daughter classified Good Plus and looks an absolute picture. Come on now gentlemen; who’s going to start me at 1,000?”


No bids. Undeterred Trueman moved on, “Alright then – start me at 800.”


Two catalogues were waved and Trueman took both bids moving swiftly to 1000 at 100 per bid. From then on bidding went quickly in 200-guinea tranches as potential buyers vied for supremacy, and Emily was soon knocked down for 2,400 guineas – cattle auctions are always conducted in guineas with the auctioneer taking the guinea as 10 per cent commission. Lots 2, 3, 4 and 5 swiftly followed suit with well-above average prices, now everyone was waiting for Lot 6 to appear on the raised stage.


Grey leaned forward in anticipation; the opening lots had all sold at premium prices and this was clearly going to be one hell of a sale. For the first time he wondered if his war chest would be sufficient to win the day, but quickly dismissed the thought as Donna glided into the ring led by the head cowman dressed for the show ring with a white shirt, white trousers and a green body warmer. Slowly she began to circulate while the crowd waited in anticipation.


John Trueman did his best to whip up more enthusiasm, but it wasn’t needed: the atmosphere was electric and everyone knew that the opportunity to purchase bloodstock of this quality rarely happened.


“So here we are ladies and gentlemen. Lot 6 – Lakeside Starlite Donna – classified Very Good by Orville Eckhart on his last visit from Canada. She is out of Thistle Ridge Matt Donna classified Excellent and in turn out of another VG daughter by Keendale Lodge Starchief. Her sire – Roybrook Starlite the highest rated milk bull in the world and sold to Japan for over $1,000,000 last year.”


Trueman paused to let the information sink in and inject more drama. “Who’s going to start me? Come on then! 10,000 guineas?” Silence. “Alright, eight then!” No bids. “Come on ladies and gentlemen! Start me at four. Thank you, sir.” Trueman picked up a barely perceptible nod from Hector Mackie from Perth. Richard Grey immediately countered with a brief wave of his hand to attract Trueman who picked up the signal in a flash. “Thank you, sir, 4,500”


De Klerk raised the price to 5,000 and Mackie nodded again. “Five thousand five hundred,” shouted Truman. The bids went back and forth between Mackie and Grey before Hector pulled out at 8,000, to be replaced by Madame Belloise at 8,500. Grey was in at 9,000 guineas and beginning to relax when Trueman called 10,000 with a further bid from France.


Cal put on his old flat cap and looking down, studied his catalogue while Grey responded with 10,500 and was immediately trumped at 11,000 while Donna continued to circle the ring slowly, following her handler walking backwards with one hand holding the leather halter and the other resting on Donna’s shoulder to steady her progress and transmit little signals to stop, move forward or back when required.


Grey was close to his limit but was about to bid again when another bid arrived courtesy of Ben Appleby anxious to keep the pressure on. ”Eleven thousand five hundred,” shouted Trueman, followed by 12,000 from the flat cap.


Douglas Johnson from Farmers Weekly stopped taking notes and crunched on a mint imperial while loading another into his mouth – it was always fascinating when big money was being spent, even if you had not a clue who was bidding. This was Richard Grey’s problem: he couldn’t see who he was up against; he had spotted Ben Appleby and was surprised to see him in the market – he must be buying for someone else under commission – but where was the lead bid coming from? He picked out Callum Marshall, but he wasn’t bidding; he spent most of his time looking at his catalogue or whispering to a neighbour.


De Klerk made his move and raised a finger immediately acknowledged by Trueman who called 13,000 only to be followed immediately with a bid for 14,000, but from where? Grey had been watching Appleby but he hadn’t moved. After some thought, De Klerk came back raising the bidding to 15,000 followed by a gasp from the crowd and the auditorium becoming almost silent.


Starlite Donna didn’t seem impressed and continued to follow her handler who brought her slowly to a halt in the centre of the ring, where she adopted a classic photographic pose and waited. Trueman, anxious to keep the tension going, could see Cal’s hat still in place but ignored it and stopped the bidding in an attempt to increase the drama.


“What a picture!” he extolled pointing at Donna. “A full blown Roybrook Starlite daughter classified Very Good and the only chance you will have to buy a Starlite daughter in the UK. Come on guys! Let’s get the job done! Right now, she’s cheap at the price. Who’s going to start me again at 16,000?”


Silence. The hat had been removed.


“Come on then – I’ll take 15,500 if it helps,” shouted Trueman, already regretting stopping the momentum of the bids.


He need not have worried. Ben Appleby gave him a nod, which he immediately topped with a bid from the hat back in place. “Sixteen thousand five hundred,” he shouted – going straight back to 1,000 guinea increments. Now Madam Belloise threw caution to the wind with a flourish of her catalogue. “Seventeen thousand five hundred,” shouted a delighted John Trueman. Cal Marshall removed his hat and scratched his head while Ben came back with 18,500 and De Klerk shook his head. With no hat visible, Trueman turned to the French lady who seemed to be considering what to do.


Grey knew he was never going to buy the cow but being an under-bidder was good publicity. Quick as a flash he waived his catalogue and the bidding leapt to 19,500. This time Madam Belloise shook her head and commiserated with De Clerk. Ben Appleby did not respond and looked away from Trueman and, for a dreadful moment, Grey thought he had bought the cow at way over his budget.


Trueman peered over the rostrum and looked at Grey. “Well I’m going to sell then at 20,500. Fair warning! Are there any more bids?” Cal Marshall looked away from Trueman but replaced his flat cap while looking behind him. Trueman almost leapt out of the rostrum in excitement shouting “New bid, 21,500! Any advance?”


Ben nodded again. “Twenty-two thousand five hundred,” shouted Trueman, followed by 23,500 from the hat, which Appleby trumped at 24,500, followed by the hat at 25,500. Ben knew they were out of sequence and needed another 500 guineas for a record, but paused while he appeared to think.


By now Trueman knew what was happening: Marshall and Appleby were working the bids for a record. They were all genuine bids and he had to go with it. “I’ll take 500 if it helps,” he shouted, and Ben nodded. “Twenty-six thousand,” yelled Trueman and, seeing the hat sitting firmly on Cal’s head, followed immediately with 26,500.


There was an expectant silence while Trueman scanned the tiers of bales for any sign of action. There was none, “Fair warning, I’m going to sell at 26,500 guineas,” he said. There was no need to shout; the silence was almost deafening, “Last call then at 26,500 – which I believe is a new British Holstein breed record.” Trueman brought his gavel down with a crack. “Sold to Sir John Sandwell; many congratulations sir.”


The whole sale ring broke into spontaneous applause and Sandwell beamed with pleasure, accepting plaudits from all around him. Cal removed his hat and winked at Trueman who smiled in return.
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After getting back to the farm after the sale and checking that his herd manager had organised for the show cows to leave for the Royal Show the following day, Marshall finally got home a little after 6.30. He crunched up the gravel path that wound its way through a beautifully maintained garden and headed for the back door. Jane Marshall was in the kitchen putting the finishing touches to the evening meal. “Hello love, dinner will be ready in about half an hour. Ben’s been on the phone and he sounds really miserable. Wants you to call him as soon as possible.”


“Yeah, I’m not surprised, he had a run-in with his bank manager today,” replied Cal, reaching for the wall telephone and dialling Appleby’s number. The phone was answered in seconds. “Ben, its Cal, what’s the problem?”


“I just wanted to be sure you were coming over this evening. It’s very important because there’s a possible solution with the bank that I want to talk to you about.”


“I told you I’d come Ben. I’ll see you after dinner - ‘bout 8 o’clock.”


He hung up the telephone and turned to his wife. “I’ll have to go, Jane. The bank is pushing him hard but he thinks he’s found a solution. Knowing Ben, it’ll probably be bloody expensive and wrong into the bargain!”


Jane Marshall gave her husband a knowing look and resigned herself to another evening alone. She flicked her long blond hair out of her blue eyes and wiped her hands on her jeans, which moulded themselves to her hips. Cal looked lovingly at his wife, noticing how her breasts strained against her check blouse and thought how much more fun it would be to stay at home. They had been married for ten years and had two children, Nick aged nine and Annie, two years his junior. Jane had trained as a teacher in domestic science but never had time to further her career once she married Cal. Children had followed early in the marriage and with a husband who seemed to work every daylight hour, there just was never time for anything else.


For all that, Jane was an independent woman, well used to making decisions on her own account. She ran their home like a well-ordered business and Cal never had to worry about household problems; he left everything to Jane and she sorted it out. Like Cal, she was fiercely ambitious and one day they both hoped they would have their own farm.


It was about 8.30 when Cal turned the Land Rover into Blackwater Farm yard. It was a beautiful place, sitting in a wooded valley beside the Blackwater River flowing gently past the new farm buildings that had been renovated three years before. That was most of Ben Appleby’s problem. He had way over extended himself at the bank making the farm improvements, but it was hard to see how he could have continued without doing something to make the old buildings cost-effective.


Ben Appleby was renowned as a leading authority in the breeding of Canadian Holstein cattle and the British Canadian Holstein Society had awarded him the ‘Master Breeder’ title in 1980 - an award that few could aspire too. The two had struck up a firm friendship many years before and Ben treated the younger man rather like the son he never had. Cal had worked for Ben as a student before going to agricultural college and, sensing his enthusiasm, Ben had spent hours explaining the intricacies of breeding superior cows. He had watched with approval as his protégé passed through college with credits in most subjects and slowly began to climb the ladder of success, finally arriving as the general manager of Venture Farms in 1986 – probably one of the best jobs in modern agriculture.


Throughout the years the two had remained in close contact and Cal, by now an extremely competent showman, often prepared old Ben’s cows for the major agricultural shows. They spent hours in each other’s company and most outsiders could never quite understand the relationship. The truth was that each respected the other and quite simply enjoyed each other’s company.


Appleby could be difficult to deal with and always drove a hard bargain when it came to purchases but he liked to encourage other farmers who showed an interest in his cows and often undervalued them during a private sale. “I just like to see ‘em go to a good home,” he would say to an often-despairing Cal.


The farm improvements were a necessity but funding the expenditure had become an increasing burden: the banks had proved to be fair-weather friends offering little support during difficult times. Banks had no qualms when it was fashionable to throw money at agriculture and the price of land was high enough to support the borrowing but, in the late ‘80s, times had changed: the value of land had dropped and banks took an altogether less sanguine view.


Appleby just refused to take the matter seriously, believing he could muddle through. The problem was, he was near retirement and, although the sale of the farm would clear his debts, he and Stella, his wife of nearly 50 years, would have a bleak retirement.


Now the bubble had burst and Ben was forced to face reality. He was virtually bankrupt and it was into this nightmare that Cal drove his Land Rover that evening.




TWO
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George Loxham hammered his fist onto the vast walnut-veneered desk. “Just do it Linda and don’t bloody well argue!”


Linda Smith looked at him with something approaching disdain, spun round on her black patent shoes and headed across the expanse of fitted carpet to the open door which she closed smartly behind her. Turning right, she entered her own office carrying the bunch of trading dockets now suitably amended by the chairman. She knew it was wrong, she knew it was illegal, but all the same she began to collate the commodity trading sheets prior to dispatching them down to the accounts department.


She was still flushed from her brush with authority when a sharp tap on the open door behind her startled her. She turned to find Freddie Johnson smiling at her. “Hi Linda! What kind of mood is George in?”


“Let’s just say we’ve had better days!” replied the chairman’s personal assistant.


“That’s what I like to hear - now I’ll really fuck his day up,” laughed Johnson as he made his way to the great man’s door, which he opened without knocking. “George. The shit’s hit the fan big time!”


Loxham looked up from his desk and reached for a Monte Cristo cigar, alarm spreading across his face. “Why? What’s the problem? Can’t you deal with it?”


“Not really, this one’s down to you!” Johnson was beginning to enjoy himself.


“Look Freddie, cut the crap and just tell me what’s happened.”


“The price of fishmeal has fallen through the floor!”


“Yes, I know, I saw it on the trading screens this morning. We aren’t exposed, are we?”


“We aren’t, but you bloody well are!” Johnson was really enjoying himself now.


“Don’t be ridiculous! I haven’t bought fishmeal futures for months.”


Johnson looked up from studying the sheaf of papers he was carrying. “Eight months actually, last October to be precise, and according to our records you still hold the purchase. It’s surprising because you’re normally in and out of each market on a weekly basis.”


Loxham knew this was the case; that was the beauty of his system. For years he had checked the commodity markets on a Thursday night, spotted any fast-moving trade and simply back- dated a purchase docket to the previous Monday. He then sold the commodity on the Friday and took the profit. It was quite illegal but he was the chairman of Calcom, one of London’s more successful commodity trading brokerages, and no one questioned him if his trading dockets were filed out of sequence.


All account holders were required to settle any deficit at the end of each week. This rarely happened to the chairman because, unless a commodity was going to rise in price, he would not make the purchase and, on this basis, his account was generally in credit. He was reasonably astute and occasionally filed the odd loss in a commodity so as not to raise suspicion but, usually, he took his profit. The amounts were always relatively small in commodity trading terms but never the less, George could finance an exuberant lifestyle which included race horses and a small vineyard in the South of France together with a beautiful· country house as a main residence in Buckinghamshire. During the week, he lived in a company house in Ebury Street that he treated as his own. After all, he owned the company.


“What’s the loss?” he asked lamely.


“We’re looking at over £600,000 if you sell now and, if you take my advice, you certainly should. The price is not going to rally because there’s a glut on the world market,” replied Johnson, finding it hard not to show his amusement.


As the finance director of Calcom, Johnson was not impressed with the chairman. He considered him to be a loud-mouthed bully with little to offer the business. He was the chairman because he had financed the start-up of the trading house 20 years before. In those days, when he was a struggling commodity trader, Freddie was attracted by Loxham’s apparent wealth and thought joining him would be a sensible move.


He was right. Calcom had grown rapidly in the intervening years and Freddie had worked hard to make it a success. It was now a thriving concern but Loxham had contributed little to the process. In the early days, he could introduce wealthy clients, which certainly helped, but it was Freddie and his co-directors who had turned the business into the force it now was. The chairman was tolerated rather than respected by the board and was used principally as an ‘entertainment officer’ who would wine-and-dine important clients. This was something at which George excelled: most clients were impressed by the illusion and delighted to accept invitations to shooting parties and various other country pursuits that he laid on at the Blackmoor Estate in North Wales. Blackmoor was in fact owned by his mother, but George was the heir and outwardly treated it as his private possession. Apart from his accountant, no one in London knew any different.


Loxham had visibly paled and disappeared behind a cloud of smoke as he puffed on the Monte Cristo. He wondered how this could have happened but outwardly, tried to appear in control of the situation. “Thank you, Freddie. Dump it anywhere you can and I’ll sort it.”


“All right George, but I’m afraid you will have to make good the shortfall. The business can’t carry the loss for very long.” Johnson replied, as he headed for the door and back to the normality of his own office on the top floor of the five-story trading house.


George slumped in his padded leather chair. How the hell could this have happened? He could not believe it. It was no use trying to apportion blame on others, which was his normal practice when things went wrong. Such a move might well open a can of worms which would lead to his system being uncovered; this was the last thing he wanted now that he needed money more than ever. He leant forward and held down a switch on the intercom beside his desk.


“Linda! See if you can find Paul Berger and call me when you’ve got him.”


He got up from his desk and wandered across his office pausing to take a cup of coffee from the Cona machine on the sideboard that decorated one wall. He settled his overweight frame in one of the plush set of armchairs that surrounded the large coffee table used for more relaxed private meetings. Loxham was a man who liked to be comfortable, and this was betrayed by a fleshy face under greying hair which was always immaculately combed. He took pride in his appearance, favouring double-breasted pin-striped suits when he was in the City, but was more at home in large-check sports jackets when he was in the country. He rolled a long section of ash from his cigar into the cut-glass ashtray that dominated the centre of the table and wondered if Berger could possibly help him.


There was a knock on the door and Linda entered. “Mr. Berger will come over straight away.”


“Thank you, Linda, I’m sorry I was short with you earlier.”


Linda Smith smiled, assured him it was all right, and left him to his thoughts. She had worked for Loxham for over 12 years and was well paid for her services. She certainly did not like him very much and was often appalled by his attitude, but she liked her job and was content to stay loyal.


Paul Berger was 33 years old, 5ft 8in in height with an athletic build and single. He swam regularly every day before work and often played squash after a long day in the office. He had risen quickly after becoming qualified and was now a partner with Goldman Stein, a successful accountancy practice in the City. Calcom was one of their major clients and was principally dealt with by the senior partner, Joseph Stein. Paul, as a more junior partner, handled all the chairman’s personal affairs and this took a great deal of his time. Though he was deeply suspicious of many of George Loxham’s methods, the man represented his bread and butter and was there to be obeyed. This sometimes involved sailing close to the wind, but this was acceptable so long as nothing was illegal. If there was any doubt, Paul Berger would rather not know.


Berger arrived at Calcom shortly after 4pm and was shown up to the top floor immediately. Like his senior partner, he was well known in the building. Linda met him at the door of the lift and escorted him to the Chairman’s office.


“Thanks for coming Paul. Is it too early for a drink?” Loxham was already on his way to the well-stocked sideboard that contained an assortment of bottles.


Berger raised his hand. “Not for me George, but I’d love a coffee. What’s the problem?”


Loxham started to pour a cup of best Kenyan from the Cona machine into a bone china mug. “Well, I appear to have a major crisis on my hands. It’s hard to know where to begin, but I need 600K as soon as possible!”


Berger whistled through his teeth. “You said crisis. It’s not for a capital acquisition then?”


“I wish it was! No, I’ve dropped a real bollock on the markets. I don’t know how it happened but I mislaid a trading docket and apparently I’m now the proud owner of a ship-load of fishmeal,” he exaggerated. “Freddie Johnson’s selling the consignment right now but the loss will be enormous and - you know the rules - I’ve got to make good the deficit.” Loxham sat down behind his lavish desk and swallowed a generous measure of Glenmorangie. “What do you think - can you raise that sum quickly?”


“Well, it won’t be easy but you do have a lot of property and we might be able to do something.” Berger tried to appear positive, but then he always did; that was part of his job. No successful client appreciated negative thinking.


“Huh! All the properties are mostly mortgaged to the hilt, as you well know,” grumbled Loxham. “You arranged that when I wanted to buy that vineyard just outside St Tropez. We all thought it was a good deal and raised a second mortgage on the house in Buckinghamshire. Besides, I don’t really want to involve my own bankers. Six-hundred K would really start them worrying!”


Berger knew this only too well, although he seemed to remember that he had never thought the St Tropez purchase was particularly sensible. George had wanted the property for summer holidays and as usual, he got what he wanted. His astute purchase of 100 lots of maize futures had certainly helped. Berger had been amazed at his foresight: Loxham had made his purchase on a falling market when no other analyst thought the commodity would recover!


“OK,” said Berger patiently, “what about Blackmoor? Twelve-thousand acres and six farms. Plenty of collateral! Will your Mother help?”


“Well, it’s a thought and it would solve the problem. Do you think you can raise the money if l can get her to sign the papers?”


“Almost certainly. Can you pay the interest? You’ll be talking nearly £5000 a month without the repayments,” replied Berger, working on such a tiny calculator that he needed a pencil to press the keys.


“That’s not a problem,” smiled George thinking of his system. “Can you get on to this one straight away Paul? I really do need some fast action!”


Berger swallowed the rest of his coffee and got up to leave. “OK. I’ll call you before ten in the morning.” With that Paul Berger walked quickly from the office, waved to Linda, and disappeared into the lift.


George Loxham smiled for the first time that afternoon and picked up his private telephone to call his mother. Lady Amelia Loxham was taking an afternoon nap when she was woken by her housekeeper.


“It’s Mr. George on the telephone m’Lady. Will you take it in the library?”


“Thank you Mary.” Lady Amelia rose from her chair in the little snug she loved so much and made her way across the wood-panelled hall towards the library. The telephone stood waiting on a small table beside a leather-winged library chair.


She lowered herself into the chair and picked up the old-fashioned hand piece. “George, darling. How wonderful of you to telephone.”


Loxham, who had been passing the time by lighting another cigar and pouring himself another whisky, responded immediately. “Mother, I was just wondering how you were and thought I might take a trip up this weekend with Sarah and the children. Would that be convenient?”


“Darling that would be wonderful,” enthused his mother. “I’m so glad you will be coming because we’ve had quite an exciting time here this week. Apparently, they’ve discovered we’ve got coal on Blackmoor and they want to do some sort of tests.”


“We’ve always had coal on Blackmoor, Mother,” George despaired. “Who wants to do the tests?”


“Oh, I don’t know darling, some mining company. Gerald’s got all the details and was speaking to Edward Leith about it yesterday. Edward and Gerald seem to think it will be all right.”


George thought of Edward Leith, his mother’s trusted advisor, busying himself, interfering as usual and discussing matters with Gerald Cook, the estate manager. He considered Cook harmless enough – quite a nice chap – but he disliked Leith intensely. “Well I do wish they would consult me first before making such decisions,” grumbled George. “I am a director of Blackmoor you know!”


How could we ever forget it George? Don’t be I’m tiresome, darling. I’m sure you’ll find out all about it when you come.”


I’m sure I will, mother. Now look, I may have some papers for you to sign. Nothing to worry about but I’ve been speaking to Paul Berger who’s been trying to sort out your income tax affairs. I told him I’d get you to sign the papers.”


“Just as you like, dear. I’m sure Paul knows best - such a likeable young man! When will you be here?”


“Oh, I should think, in time for lunch on Saturday. We’ll all look forward to seeing you then” Loxham replied. So far, so good. He replaced the receiver and hoped Paul Berger would be just as efficient.
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Berger was as good as his word and was speaking to Loxham by 9.55 the following morning. He explained that he had found a bank prepared to take a second charge on the Blackmoor Estate and was completing the necessary paperwork for signature. As Loxham’s personal accountant he also acted for the estate and had all the necessary details to hand. He had assured the bankers that the property was free and unencumbered by debt.


It should have been. The property had been in the Loxham Family for over 300 years and, apart from minimal borrowings on the farm account which were more than adequately secured by the value of the land, there was several million pounds of spare collateral still available.


Berger intended to have the paperwork sent round by messenger as soon as he received it from the bank. All that was left was for George to obtain his mother’s signature as soon as possible. Loxham reported that everything would be signed over the weekend but neglected to inform Berger that Lady Amelia would have no idea what she was signing.


So it was that, while Cullum Marshall was driving to Blackwater Farm that Thursday night, George Loxham was deciding to visit Blackmoor Estate the following Saturday with his wife. Neither could know that their futures were about to become inextricably linked by the proximity of their respective destinations.


The two properties bordered each other and Blackwater Farm had once been owned by the Loxham Family. Back in the 1920s Ben Appleby’s father had managed to buy Blackwater from Sir Philip Loxham, at a time when the family had trouble in the recession that was sweeping America. Sir Philip needed the money and Joe Appleby reasoned that a move from tenant to owner would be a sound investment.


The local geography was responsible for the similarity in the names bestowed on the two properties. The local people in that part of North Wales had always found coal on the Black Moor and indeed, back in the 1890s small drift mines had been pushed under the moor from the valley which now housed the buildings of Blackwater Farm.


The farm took its name from the river known locally as the Blackwater, which apparently had provided rich coal pickings, with pebbles of coal being mixed with river sediments. It was the river that finally stopped commercial coal production in those early years: the drift miners could never combat the problems of water flooding their tunnels.


Now, although old industrial remains could still be found in the heavily wooded valley, the area was farmed extensively. Blackwater Farm ran to 300 hundred acres which rose from the valley taking in a small corner of the Black Moor. The fields supported mature trees that provided welcome shelter from sun and rain for the pedigree Holsteins that made their home on the property.


It was a beautiful place, with the buildings protected in the small valley that cut just below the moor. The sides were not particularly steep, but the casual observer would often miss the little tree-lined valley in the natural lie of the land.


Blackmoor Estate encompassed 12,000 acres on which six farms plied their business. All in all, the business supported 600 commercial milking cows, a thriving beef enterprise and extensive arable cropping. Some 10,000 acres of open moorland survived and was grazed by sheep, but the remainder had been reclaimed over the years to provide the basis for what was now a large-scale agricultural unit.


The estate was administered by Gerald Cook from the office at the Home Farm, half a mile away from the substantial manor house that was the home of Lady Amelia Loxham. Blackmoor Manor stood in its own grounds at the end of a tarmac drive that traversed gently sloping parkland studded with overbearing oak and beech trees. From the sandstone lodge, which guarded the gates, it was possible to see the great house standing amongst an assortment of tall trees that provided protection from the gale-force winds that could blow across the Welsh countryside.


Lady Amelia, now in her early 80s, loved the house. She was helped by a housekeeper and a woman from the village who came to work daily. The gardens were looked after by the estate workers, who mowed the grass and tended to the plants.


Despite her age she was still relatively active and took a keen interest in the day to day running of the estate. Gerald Cook would often call in for a chat and keep her abreast of everything that went on. The old lady welcomed these visits and loved to talk about environmental issues and wildlife on the many ponds and woods that had been created over the years and were responsible for the overall beauty of the property. Lady Amelia was the typical country lady, always expensively dressed in a manner to compliment her grey hair and with an open complexion. She was revered by her employees, who occupied the many estate houses that were spread round the property. Although she needed a stick to assist her, she could still stride out purposefully when the need arose, and she commanded a presence that few could ignore.


Cook ran the farms but was subjected to a monthly meeting with the three directors of Blackmoor Farms, generally presided over by Lady Amelia and always attended by Edward Leith, the senior partner in Dyson Finch, land agents in nearby Denbigh. Leith had been Sir Philip’s greatest friend and had been proud to be asked to serve as a director of the farms. Since Sir Philip’s death he had continued to uphold the family interests with due diligence, and was a long-standing friend of Lady Amelia. The land agent held a long-standing dislike of George Loxham and disapproved of his lifestyle. He could not deny George appeared to be successful, but Leith suspected this had nothing to do with his abilities.


Therefore, those meetings that George did attend as the third director, were frosty affairs and the time was often wasted with bitter disputes between the two on the rights and wrongs of an issue. Gerald Cook would wait patiently until each argument was resolved and try to make the best of the resulting decision – which was often an ineffectual compromise manufactured by an astute Lady Amelia.


Things had improved since Paul Berger had begun to attend the meetings. His appointment had been fiercely contested by Leith, who had supported the local accountant who previously advised on the estate finances. However, Leith now held a grudging respect for the young man who clearly had a realistic grasp of what was needed. George Loxham’s attitude had also changed with the appointment, and he began to act in a more responsible manner. Whether this was an attempt to impress Berger Leith was not quite sure, but the change in attitude certainly made the meetings more productive.


In a close-knit farming community, everyone knows each other. Gerald Cook often met Ben Appleby in the village pub and they co-operated in simple countryside matters such as the repair of adjoining fences and the maintenance of hedges and ditches. Along with Cullum Marshall, who managed Venture Farms in the same area, they attended local agricultural meetings on matters that concerned them, and Cook had a high regard for the reputation of his more famous counterpart.


Cook would often look back on these days and wonder why, when a force met an immovable object, nothing would ever be quite the same again.




THREE
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It had stopped raining and turned into a pleasant summer evening when Cal stopped the Land Rover on the concrete yard outside Blackwater farmhouse. He grabbed his cigarettes from the top of instrument console and, slamming the door behind him, he made his way across the concrete yard, to the bright red back door of the large sandstone farmhouse.


He gave the door a familiar knock and, on hearing a shout from inside, pushed his way into the spacious kitchen. Stella Appleby was standing beside the porcelain sink, finishing washing the pots and pans she could not force into the dishwasher tucked under the old wooden draining board. Ben Appleby was in his usual place: an old but extremely comfortable winged chair placed beside the Raeburn cooker installed under a brick arch that had once formed the original fire surround.


Stella looked pale and drawn; the worry of their predicament was obviously beginning to take its toll on the normally sprightly lady. Her face brightened visibly when Cal made his way into the house and she dried her hands on her apron and hastily tried to rearrange her grey hair. She gave up the task as a lost cause and just smiled at their visitor.


Ben threw down the copy of Farmers Weekly he had been reading. “Come away in son, and have a seat.” He indicated one of the kitchen chairs that were placed round the large pine table standing in the middle of the kitchen. “Put the kettle on Stella and we’ll all have a brew.”


“What’s the news, Ben?” said Cal lighting one of his favourite Marlboro cigarettes and reaching for the ashtray which was bulging with spent matches from Ben’s attempts to light his pipe.


“It’s not good son, the bank is being bloody difficult and it won’t be long before they pull the plug unless we can think of something.”


Stella handed them each a steaming mug of tea. Cal took his and thanked her as she sat down in one of the other chairs beside the table. “You said on the phone, you had a possible solution. What have you got in mind? Because I’ve been thinking about a dispersal sale. It would raise a hell of a pile of money.”


A dispersal sale is a common way for cattle breeders to cash their herds and, under income-tax law, the proceeds can be offset against the cost of replacement animals. Such a sale is always unselected because all the milking herd is put under the auctioneer’s hammer. Through herd dispersal, buyers are confident they are being offered all the top-quality animals in a herd and not a selected few that the breeder has chosen to enhance the sale of poorer quality animals. For that reason alone, the average price can usually be expected to be much higher than a reduction sale where the animals are all selected.


The advantage to the breeder is that it allows him or her to clear the older animals from the herd in one fell swoop so that it is possible to start again with a young herd. The replacement animals are nearly always the progeny of the herd that is under the hammer and so the breeding policy continues but with a young herd.


Whatever the motives, a dispersal sale can be expected to raise a great deal of money and most of it tax-free. Ben had obviously considered such an option and Cal knew there were many good reasons against such a move not least, because each year, half the calves born are bull calves and therefore in any one year, the replacement female stock can numerically, only be half the size of the original herd. Therefore, it takes two years to bring the herd back up to full strength. This means total milk sales for the ensuing year is halved as well.


“Well, that’s a possibility,” mused Appleby, “but I think the County Bank will want more than that. The manager’s a bloke called Stephen Oliver and the bastard told me I was out of date and I should get some modern management ideas!” Ben coughed as he struggled to light his pipe, flicking another match into an ashtray perched on the arm of his chair. Cal was amazed. “That’s bloody ridiculous. Hell, the man doesn’t know what he’s talking about! Has he ever visited this place?”


“Aye, but he’s just a young bugger trying to make a name for himself. Anyway, that’s what gave me the idea! You see,” he paused while he tried another match, “Oliver’s lost confidence in me and so I thought, how would it be if I gave the bugger what he wanted!”


“I don’t follow you, Ben,” Cal said, stubbing out his cigarette.


“Well - this is what I wanted to discuss with you.” He paused and sucked on his pipe while he chose his words, “I don’t know how to put this and I don’t want to put you under any pressure when I’m in a fix but,” he paused, not for effect but because he knew it would be a shock to Cal. He inhaled another mouthful of smoke before continuing, “I would like you to become a full partner in the Blackwater. You’ve always wanted your own place and Jane told Stella you’ve been looking at the possibility of a tenant farm.”


Stella looked uncomfortable, as though she had betrayed a confidence, but Cal smiled and touched her arm. “Well, that’s true Ben, but I wasn’t being very serious. Jane would love us to have our own place but I earn a hell of a lot working at Venture Farms and I could never afford to buy pedigree cows if was a tenant.”


Ben lent forward to enforce his argument. “That’s the beauty of my idea! You’d have one of the best herds in the country if you came here! Hell, I know it would be hard to start with but you can make it work, I know you can and, don’t forget, the whole place would be yours when Stella and I retire.”


“Well it’s a hell of a thought!,” replied Cal, “but it doesn’t solve the problem of the farm’s finances, unless I can find some working capital.”
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