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MY story is set in the years immediately following the Second World War, when farm mechanisation, particularly in the south of the country, was gathering momentum. However, many farms in Scotland, where fields were small, the terrain difficult and cash for investment in short supply, were slow to change, and although I chronicle events on just such a small mixed farm in Stirlingshire, my addiction to horses and farm work started much earlier.


Often the only indication my mother had that I was home from school was the sight of my satchel on the path, thrown over the garden gate as I made haste to my adopted farm. Here I might be found driving the cows to their pasture or following the ploughman up and down a field. By the time I was thirteen I could hold the plough and take over for a spell while the ploughman had a break to fill his pipe.


At fifteen I had left school and was doing my best to defer to my mother’s wishes that I should try for a white-collar job, but the call of the land was irresistible, and I applied for and was hired in the ‘Strong boy able to plough or willing to learn’ category, on a farm in Renfrewshire, some distance from my Dumfriesshire home.


Here my room was an attic in the farmhouse; it had a skylight, and from this vantage point I witnessed the bombing of Clydebank. I was alone on this particular night. For a time I watched, scared, shocked and intensely aware of my isolation.


The nearest bombs fell two miles away, and the planes passed over the farmhouse all night. I did what most healthy youngsters would have done: I climbed into bed and fell fast asleep.


The next morning I was ploughing in a lonely field up near the moors, when a stray plane came over flying very low. I heard what I took to be machine-gun fire and something spattered the ground near me. The horses did a ‘knees up’. I ran for the shelter of a stone dyke. Hugging this shelter I decided to shelve all plans to become a war hero when I was older. I was unwilling to leave my cover, but my piece-box was at the other end of the field, and I was starving hungry. Needs must when the devil drives.


My employer on this farm used to leave my wages, on a Saturday morning, in the toe of my boot at the foot of the stairs. This was usually some change wrapped in a note and not very bulky. I decided to drop a hint and I pretended to wear my boot all day without noticing the money.


The hint did not cross the brain blood barrier, so I decided to present myself at the hiring fair in Glasgow’s horse market, surely about the last of its kind to be held. I walked into the horse market in some trepidation, and discovered something else about myself. I was never going to be a captain of industry, a great negotiator, with an eye for a deal.


I was accosted immediately. ‘Are ye fur hiring?’


I was. He offered a wage. I accepted. He gave me half a crown and I was legally contracted. So it was I found myself in Stirlingshire, sharing a bothy with two other lads, also newly hired.


The bothy was really an extension of the stable, comfortless; we slept between coarse blankets; the floor was concrete and uncovered. There was no toilet. The preferred method was to take a spade and find a convenient hedge.


My suitcase rested in other such bothies as I raced along a learning curve, hungry for new experiences, until my story in this volume starts in 1947.
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Perhaps I might be forgiven if I romanticise a time when, footloose and fancy free, with all I owned in one old suitcase, I was free come term day—28th May or 28th November—to decide my fate for the next six months. This was the time to negotiate a new contract or go in search of pastures new.


I suppose the passage of time lends enchantment to one’s memories. I can close my eyes and imagine the scrape of soil off a plough ‘wreast’ and smell the sweat drifting back from a fine pair of Clydesdales. I can forget about lacing up hard leather boots with hands painfully chapped with the cold, and the endless days walking behind harrows.


During those early years as an itinerant farm worker, I developed a great interest in the work, and a love of the land, that are with me still. My life has been spent nudging mother nature to produce a little more, to turn sand into gold, but always in the knowledge that we had to work in harmony.


If I draw a give-and-take line through life’s good times and bad times, I find a thread which runs through, constant and faithful like a good marriage: a love affair with the land which started long ago.


Who said it wouldn’t last?









To the memory of


Donald and Blossom, the horses who shared my work during


the period of this book


and


To my wife Renée,


who joined me in double harness soon after
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I WAS on my way to the match. No, not a football match, not a Rangers-Celtic confrontation, this was a truly rural occasion, the Gartmore and Dalmary ploughing competition.


I wasn’t particularly nervous, as I had ploughed the year before, and won a prize too, for the best opening, and was just out of the money for the ploughing. I came fourth in the chill plough class and collected a highly commended card.


That opening was something though. Three up on the land; the first a mere ribbon, the second deeper, the third a bit more, then into the ploughing proper. I remember thinking that such a nice level ‘feering’ could put a bob or two in my pocket, so I was hardly best pleased with a gallon of linseed oil for the horses.


These and other thoughts passed through my mind as my entourage clip-clopped along the empty road. We had left the farm at six, and it was quite dark, a stable lamp swung on the cart axle, and I was equipped with a flashlight to further warn any traffic. Not that I expected much, perhaps a milk lorry heading for an early collection. Tractors had not yet encroached, although a few Standard Fordsons trundled the fields and the lively Ford ‘Fergie’ was soon to proliferate.


Sitting comfortably on the horses’ dinners, I shared the almost new ‘Jack’ cart with a loaned plough, a veteran of many matches. Between the shafts was a borrowed horse setting a lively pace despite my firm pull on the reins. Donald, a sturdy dark bay horse who made up half of my regular ploughing team, trudged behind the cart. I hoped he would accept the proposed new pairing.


Perhaps I should have listened to the boss. After all he was well into his thirties, with years of experience, and I had only left my teens behind on my last birthday. He had advised against borrowing the horse. But there, I just didn’t want to expose old Blossom again.


It wasn’t just that Blossom was a bit of a veteran and there was little flesh on her back despite good care and feeding. Nor even that she would stand at the end of a length, head down among her hooves, lower lip pendulous to a greater than normal degree, alarmingly lopsided behind with one leg relaxed. No, it was more to do with that turned-in front hoof.


Last year when a female spectator had taken a long look and muttered ‘Poor thing’, I had fiercely rounded on her, explaining that Blossom was a Dunure Footprint mare and carried the best blood in the breed.


She had gone on her way unconvinced, and I was left to ponder that the ‘Footprint’ must have begat Blossom at the end of a hard day. I couldn’t quite bring myself to forgive him for her pigeon-toe.


My thoughts had come round to the nub of the matter. I was going for the money prizes. My pecuniary state almost made this obligatory.


Last year’s mistakes were clear in my mind. I had ploughed in clean but ‘workaday’ harness. Couple this with an old, pigeon-toed horse, and I didn’t rate a look in the ‘Best turned-out’ competition. True, a judge did come to stand by Blossom, but he was only getting out of the wind to light his pipe.


This year the boss had borrowed a superb set of finery from a retired performer. Even this elaborate collection of brass and leather would not have been enough to transform the gaunt Blossom. The energetic gelding between the shafts would look superb, and Donald, in his prime at twelve years old, was in fine fettle.


Then there was the best-looking ploughman prize. Last year I had been unprepared for it. I had just finished my opening when a burst of girlish giggling heralded the approach of the young judges. I had little time. I undid a few shirt buttons, knotted my red spotted handkerchief loosely round my neck, pulled my cap over to one side, and allowed the cigarette I was smoking to droop, Bogart-fashion, from the corner of my mouth.


Three teenage girls peered closely. Still suffering from the nervous tension of creating a prize-winning opening, I found it hard to smile. Perhaps instead I scowled. At any rate the judging trio dissolved into hysterical giggles and, arms around, supporting each other, and still shrilling and collapsing with mirth, they staggered off to the next plot. The prize eventually went to a young man who didn’t wear a cap, didn’t smoke, had the top button of his shirt done up and smiled to order.


This year I had sacrificed a drape jacket I had been keeping for best, my hair was liberally Brylcreemed, I would wear no cap, my cigarettes would stay in my pocket and I had been working on my smile.


Smiling still didn’t come easily, but when the judges came round I would think of the prize money. That should do it.


The field was in sight. The borrowed horse had kept up his fast pace despite my tight rein. Donald on the lead rope through a ring on the back of the cart had registered his displeasure by walking the whole way with his head and neck at full stretch.


An official walked up and took details, logging our time of arrival. I looked around; a horse box was coming through the gate; there were no other teams in sight. We had won the prize for being first on the field. Not a bad start.


By the time I’d found my station and got the horses ready, others were arriving. Further along, the ‘swing’ plough elite were fussing over their ploughs and horses. They were generally older and just a little contemptuous of those of us steering ‘Dux’ ploughs with a wheel under the beam.


Donald was smaller than his new partner, but he was the ‘land’ horse, which would give him a six-inch advantage. Both horses looked elegant in their borrowed trappings. The sun, which took a reluctant watery look at the scene, highlighted the well-conditioned coats of the horses, the polished leather and the chains which I had burnished by working to and fro for an hour in a sack of torn-up newspapers.


I had to admit that the boss had gone to town on the gear. He had also helped me get the plough set for this land. On his advice I had asked the blacksmith to put a bit more rake on the coulter. I felt almost conscience-stricken about the times I had grumbled about him behind his back. He arrived in time for the start.


The borrowed horse stood head up, and there was a flare to the nostrils and a watchfulness about the eye that I was not too keen on. Donald stood quietly, but I could tell, despite the acquiescent droop of his head, that he was rigid with hurt and anger. It was none of his doing that Blossom had been left in the stable. What right had this upstart gelding to take her place?


‘I don’t like the look of that big horse,’ said the boss, and went on, rubbing it in, ‘I told you it was risky, not having tried him out. You would have been better with Blossom.’


‘But the farmer couldn’t spare him till last night. Anyway, he said he was the best furrow horse in the district.’ I began to retract some of the charitable thoughts I’d been having about my boss. He seemed to have fallen back on grumbling.


‘Well, I’d better lead the beggar.’


The boss walked backwards between the horses for an hour. Donald assumed his normal steady gait. The big gelding, head up, was progressing in short stamping steps. His big feet clipped the furrow and the swingletrees were seldom level.


After an hour the boss said his corns were hurting and he stomped off. I could tell he was not pleased with me.


I took stock of my position and came to a decision. I moved the pin at the head of the plough to give a wider furrow, asked Donald for a bit more pace and had my quarter acre turned over by midday.


My ‘feering’ was lumpy, the ploughing didn’t ‘sit up’ and my ‘hinton’ was too deep. The girls had not been round to see my Brylcreemed hair and my buttoned-up shirt. The ‘turnouts’ were to be judged at the end.


I put Donald in the shafts, and with the borrowed horse on a lead rope behind, still full of energy and pushing up on the tailboard, I headed for the gate. As I left the field an official noted the time and my name. My second prize of the day was to be ‘First finished in workmanlike manner’. I then set off for home, making a detour to deliver the out-of-favour horse to his owner.


There was an exchange of whinnies as we entered the stable. I let Blossom out for a drink. As she plodded across the courtyard to the trough, I thought, ‘the old lady doesn’t look bad for her age.’ As always on the farm, I hardly noticed her deformed front foot. I wondered whether, had I listened to the boss, Donald and Blossom might have got me among the money prizes, perhaps even a cup. As it was it would most likely be linseed oil again.


Of one thing I was sure. Whatever it was, old Blossom would get her share.
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I HAD been staring at the washing line for some minutes when the boss came up behind me.


‘It’s not supposed to be respectable for a lad your age to be so interested in bloomers,’ he opined.


They’re so big,’ I said. ‘Barrage balloons.’


‘Wind socks,’ the boss replied. Yes, perhaps he was right, twin pillows of grey, ballooning in the wind.


‘You know,’ said the boss in a reminiscent tone, ‘when I was young like you, I once stuffed a pair of those full of hay. “Coup cairts” we called them.’


‘Coup cairts?’


‘That’s right. They had a buttoned-up flap at the back; you could drop it like the tail door on a box cart. And big… every bit as big as Aunt Kit’s.’


‘What happened…?’ I started to ask, but he was walking away, whistling tunelessly.


He stopped. ‘You’ll need to tie the bottoms,’ he advised and dropped a piece of twine on the ground.


It was tempting. They would look even bigger packed with hay. Aunt Kit would have a fright when she came out for the washing.


I liked her, and although I was the hired lad and was not related, I had quickly fallen into the way of calling her Aunt Kit.


I think she liked me; I always got the extra ‘tattie’ or the left-over slice of meat. She was one of the few people who seemed to appreciate that a young man doing heavy work needed lots of food. She had looked after the boss ever since his parents died within weeks of each other, ten years previously.


But no; I was on my way to the stackyard. I put temptation— at least for the time being—behind me.


It had been a difficult harvest, with much setting up of wet stooks, but finally it was in and we had finished ‘theeking’ the stacks yesterday. I was about to run a pair of sheep shears round the edges to make the thatch look tidy.


It was on the way back that I succumbed. There was a haystack nearby with a wedge already started. The hayknife and a fork were an open invitation.


As I stood back to admire the magnificence of my sculpture I was assailed by misgivings. Aunt Kit was not as young as she once was; perhaps she would not be amused. There was an amazing amount of hay in there. Enough to feed Donald and Blossom for a few days.


Just for once I couldn’t find the boss to ask his advice.


I spent the rest of the day marking out a stubble field for ploughing. A scrape to mark the headland, and openings every forty yards; the sort of work I enjoyed, just me and the horses, the following seagulls and the sweet smell of the turning earth. Gigantic bloomers stuffed with hay never crossed my mind.


I didn’t see the boss again until the end of the day. I heard his unmusical whistling as he walked up from the byre. I had just finished in the stable, and our paths converged near the kitchen door.


‘One thing I forgot to tell you,’ he said in conspiratorial tones, ‘those “coup cairts” I stuffed with hay, that was on a neighbour’s farm. Nobody ever found out. But of course,’ he went on cheerfully, ‘I keep telling you about keeping your own doorstep clean.’ With that, still whistling, he went indoors.


I knew right away I was in trouble. Aunt Kit’s face was like marble with frost on it. I seemed to be on half-rations, but stifled my complaint just in time. The boss was offered the extras, which he accepted, graciously smiling.


The cold war lasted for a week. I felt sure I was becoming gaunt and thin. I took to pulling the odd turnip to ease my hunger pangs.


The boss was helpful through my period of dishonour, explaining that bits of hay and seeds were difficult to remove from undergarments.


I suggested that Aunt Kit might try wearing her ‘breeks’ inside out.


The boss professed to be shocked at such an indelicate suggestion from one so young, and pointed out the potential problems with inside-out buttons.


Aunt Kit, in the meantime, spent her spare moments picking hay.


At last it was over; the bloomers bloomed once more on the line. Aunt Kit smiled again and became her usual kind self. Extras came my way, I had done my penance.
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The boss wasn’t whistling much those days. He spent a lot of time grumbling about the weather, the cost of a set of shoes for the horses, the machinations of the Agricultural Wages Board, the deficiencies of the NFU, and a whole list of other miscreants all conspiring to reduce him to pauper status.


The toneless whistling, I had worked out, was his way of preventing his face from revealing inner mirth.


Inner mirth was what he needed just then. I wished I could help, but I was walking a careful line. You could say I didn’t want to make a bloomer.


Two weeks later Aunt Kit went down with flu and the boss recruited a young girl from the village to help out.


There was a maid’s room off the kitchen and she was to live in. Her corn-coloured hair and soft curves drew me like a magnet, but I was out of luck.


Her social life was apparently well booked up. At six-thirty each evening there would be a bicycle leaning near the kitchen door and a young man shuffling and twisting his cap in the back kitchen, waiting to escort her to a function in the village.


Mind you, it was not always the same young man. The one I resented most was the freckled chap who revved a spluttering Francis-Barnett two-stroke up the farm road. In his case I had a secondary grudge; it would be at least two years at my rate of saving before I could contemplate such an outward display of affluence. I would have to consider my options come term time. Perhaps on a bigger place I could increase my experience and improve my finances.
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