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6 JANUARY 2018


I was driving over some spring barley stubble yesterday afternoon and I saw a hare. Big deal! Well it was a big deal for me because it was the first hare I had seen for a month. Two years ago I would have expected to have seen about ten hares on the same field. But the number of hares is not the only difference. A couple of years ago, if I were to disturb a hare it would just sort of jog off, for about 50 yards then pause, and sit up on its hind legs, then wander off, all in its own good time.


The hare I saw yesterday put its ears back and bolted into the woods as fast as a hare can go. This was a hare that had been persecuted by hare coursers. It had no way of knowing if I were friend or foe and it was off. It probably owed its survival to its preference to run into the woods. Hare coursers’ dogs hunt by sight and the hare would be very difficult to catch amongst the trees. It’s all a big shame on two counts. I used to see lots and lots of hares here. I used to think that they were a sort of barometer, that if the hares were OK, everything else was OK and I knew that I was farming in a sustainable manner. The other shame is that they were docile enough for me to observe them – now they just bolt at the first sign of a vehicle. It could be that there are more hares about than I think and that they are all keeping their heads down.


It may seem a strange comparison, but you get a similar reaction in cattle. When, for example, cows are housed in the winter, they sometimes pack close together in large groups. They could be waiting to be fed, or milked, or they could be hanging about after they’ve been milked. They will stand together tightly like a flock of sheep. Sometimes you have to get past them, to open a gate perhaps. You can go on some farms and the cows will move away when you are within five yards. This is sometimes referred to as flight distance. Our cows don’t have a flight distance, you have to squeeze past each one, sometimes you have to squeeze quite forcibly. The cows for their part just stand there, ignoring you, probably chewing their cud. Possibly, if they do move, they will tread on your toe! The cows have nothing to fear from us. There are no sticks in our yard. We sometimes have to get a stick when it comes to TB testing time but this is usually to give you more perceived width as you guide the cows towards the vet. You can tell a lot about a farmer if you know how his stock behaves.
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My daughter does eyes. She says she is an orthoptist but on a need-to-know basis, doing eyes, is all you need to know. When she graduated I had a photo taken of me in her cap and gown, which is as close to getting a degree as I shall ever get. She does clinics and she goes around schools. Because we live in a very rural area she does a lot of driving in the countryside and one day she passes a lot of horse boxes on a grass verge. She assumes, not unreasonably, that there is a hunt about. A mile further on she is overtaken by an ambulance, blue lights flashing, ‘I wonder,’ she says to herself, ‘if someone has fallen off a horse.’


A bit further on she meets a man on a horse who is leading another horse. The lane is narrow so she pulls in as best she can to allow him to pass. But he is not best pleased with her choice of stopping places and he waves his whip at her and his fist and hurls abuse at her. She doesn’t hear the abuse, it’s raining and she doesn’t wind the window down, but she knows abuse when she sees it. It’s quite interesting when you think about it. She was sympathetic to what he was trying to do. She’s a farmer’s daughter and a farmer’s wife so she knows a bit about animals. I think if there were to be a referendum on hunting she would probably vote in favour of it. She knows a bit about horses. Years ago, when her children were small, they were given an old Shetland pony. His name was Flymo. The children used to feed him carrots and groom him. He was a wicked little thing. He would eat the carrots and then try to eat the children. Naturally the children wanted to ride him and my daughter told them they couldn’t ride him until his coat turned black. As he was a palomino, this was going to take some time, but the children accepted it. It’s the sort of thing I would tell my children so we don’t need to wonder where she got that from. There she is, in a narrow lane trying to help and she gets abused. It’s very difficult for those who hunt, to get good press. Getting bad press, on the other hand, is very easy. If this is how they behave, it’s no wonder hunt saboteurs get so much pleasure in winding them up. Here’s proof, if proof were needed, of where the saying, ‘on his high horse,’ comes from.


13 JANUARY 2018


I’ve just been watching a news item about A&E departments failing to reach their targets. It never used to be a problem. We all knew that staff in A&E departments worked hard and did their very best. That’s as true today as it ever was. We all knew that they would get to us just as soon as they could and we understood that they had to make choices about who to treat next and whose case was more urgent. What’s different today? I expect there are malingerers in the queue. I expect there always were, but I suspect there are more now – people have a greater sense of entitlement, and one person’s cut finger means a bandage to some but to someone else it means a trip to A&E.


Years ago my son broke his ankle badly whilst taking his sons ice skating. In the ambulance he was offered oxygen to relieve the pain. He said that he was OK. They said that he must be either a farmer or a rugby player and they were right on both counts. That, in a way, brings us to the next problem for A&E. When my son broke his ankle, before he even got off the ice, before there was even a sign of a stretcher, he had to sign a waiver that the accident was his fault and he would take no further action against the ice rink. For A&E staff there must always be the fear in their minds that if they make a mistake or turn someone away, they will end up in court. Hospital beds are taken up by people they can’t send home and the system backs up to the extent that people are waiting on trolleys in corridors and in ambulances. Then they criticise the ambulance for not hitting its targets. I’d like to see politicians hitting targets. But where would you begin?
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It’s probably a bit late for a turkey story but here goes: one of the regulars in the pub works on a farm that adjoins a cottage with a bit of land attached. The man in the cottage rears about 40 free-range turkeys for Christmas and this friend of mine gets about six for other regulars in the pub. He’s a sort of middleman in all this. We had one last year and very good it was too. Every year about September I start asking him how my turkey is doing. ‘Yours isn’t growing much.’ I ask for a photo but he always has an excuse for not taking one.


Come December and various others in the company are getting pressure from their wives who in turn are starting to fret about whether their turkey will actually turn up. ‘I’ve done all the preparations for Christmas; all I’ve asked you to do is get the turkey.’ They start asking when their turkey will be ready. So you go to the pub and enquire. ‘When you do want it?’ ‘I want it on the 23rd at the latest.’ And he gives a half smile, and sucks some breath in, ‘Can’t see it being ready by then.’ ‘You’d better not let my missus hear you say that.’ Me, I’m not too worried, I know that he’ll turn up one night with a turkey, that I’ll give him a glass of port and a mince pie, and it will take another 2-3 months before he tells me how much I owe him.


It seems that most of these pub regulars cook their turkey on Christmas Eve. When they get home from the pub at midnight, their house is full of the delicious aroma of cooked turkey. It’s late and they are hungry so they have a bit of a pick at this turkey. The result is that most of the turkeys in our village get to Christmas day apparently without any legs or wings.


Yet more turkey stories. On 22 December I was told that there wouldn’t be a turkey for me because the man who reared them had broken his arm and so he couldn’t catch them. I go to the pub on the 23rd. I was told that he had got a relative to catch them but there still wouldn’t be one for me because he had got the count wrong and he was one short. But not to worry, a tin of ham was put on the pub table, ‘That’s your Christmas dinner,’ I was told, ‘We’ll give you that.’ At midday on Christmas Eve a very fine turkey turns up, it’s huge, which is just as well because there’s 14 family to eat it plus two others we invite because otherwise they would be on their own. We always have our Christmas dinner at night, after all the work and the milking are done. At midday, after half an hour’s struggle, my wife and I decide we can’t get it in the oven. We make various phone calls for help, but the only person to answer is the person who supplied it. ‘We need help to cut the turkey up.’ He’s here in five minutes with the sort of motorised disc cutter that they use on building sites, but no worries, he has a clean saw in his truck. Sorted.


20 JANUARY 2018


I’ve decided that I could easily do without January in my life. The snow has gone but it’s raw and damp and cold. I can’t drive around the fields, they are too wet. The nights are slowly getting a bit lighter but I’m sure the mornings are getting darker. These big old farmhouses are nice and cool in the summer but, boy, are they cold in the winter. My daughter’s farmhouse is older and colder than ours and she has taken to wearing a hat (that looks like a Christmas pudding) inside the house. I jumped out of bed when the alarm went this morning, just so I could get into the kitchen to get warm.
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A reader has sent me a book about hares. I couldn’t find an address so I use these pages to say ‘Thank you’. The reader tells me the book is heavy-going and that they gave up on it halfway through. I’ve always got a book on the go, I read in bed before I put the lights out, there’s two big piles of books in the corner of my bedroom. I rarely look at the title, and most of the books are given to me so they are of all sorts. I can only remember not finishing one book because it was rubbish, so this ‘hare’ book will probably be read. I’ve also been given a hare calendar for Christmas. I’ve got more hares in the house than I’ve got in the fields. You can imagine what I think about that. If it was badgers that were being hunted, there would be a public outcry. It’s all very strange.


Thus far this year I have seen just two hares. That’s good. Or it would be good if they were not dead, freshly dead, torn to pieces and thrown into the bottom of the hedge. Hare coursing is climbing up the agenda of rural crime which is to be applauded but it’s too late for most of my hares. The police have a very difficult job, most of the registration plates of hare coursers’ vehicles are from cars that were scrapped years ago, so the perpetrators are almost impossible to track down. The police measure crime by how much it is reported, so if I see any suspicious activity I will report it right away. I used to dial 101 but that has been upgraded to a 999 call.


Hare coursers can rarely resist a bit of theft as a part of their remit, so with a bit of luck, if they are not caught coursing the hares, they might be caught in pursuit of something else. The local population don’t seem too bothered about the hares, which I find disappointing, but if, for example, someone takes power tools from their garden shed, well, that’s a very serious matter indeed.


The local wildlife groups are strangely quiet and inactive on the subject, which I also find odd. If I were to plough up some lapwing nests or if someone was after badgers, there would be a public outcry, and they would be leading it. Why the double standards? The strangest thing of all is that the hare is such a lovely inoffensive creature compared with a badger. In the same way, it’s the easy option to target farmers. Much easier, for example, than looking out for hare coursers, who largely live beyond the law and who have scant regard for anybody.
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I go to the gym on Tuesdays and Fridays because of my health. When I started I used to go in the mornings but I soon discovered that it was quieter in the afternoons, and you get nicer people there. Mostly when I go there’s about four others but as the clock moves towards 3, they start to leave and I often spend my last quarter of an hour on my own. I go on the first Friday of the new year and it’s full up, eleven people in there! One of the instructors is married to one of my nephews so I ask her what’s going on, are they having a happy hour? ‘You should have seen it this morning, there were twenty here!’ Eleven is plenty. Gym people behave a bit like children in a toy shop. They are constantly on the move from apparatus to apparatus. They do about 30 seconds on one piece and then they seem to think, ‘That next one looks good, think I’ll try that.’ This often means that they go up to a person already busy on a machine, ‘How long will you be on that?’


Nobody tries that with me, I’ve got a scowl on that keeps them well away. A lot have new gym clothing on, they all have obligatory water bottle. I have neither, I’m in my dirty working clothes, which is probably another reason why people keep their distance. A family come in, mum and dad and two teenage children. They all have new gym outfits on. They do some coordinated stretching exercises before they move to the apparatus. The exercises are the sort worthy of an athlete about to attempt a world record. Whilst I am there, the instructors have four other couples turn up to be shown around with a view to joining the gym. Why this sudden escalation of interest? Then it dawns on me, New Year resolutions!


27 JANUARY 2018


It’s a funny old month, January. Lots of people are short of money, because the true cost of Christmas dawns as their December credit card statements arrive. Others are having a ‘dry’ alcohol-free January, which I suspect is as much to do with the credit card statement’s arrival as it is to do with abstinence. Anyway the pub is nearly empty some nights.


January is a very important month for vegans. They’re having a go at livestock farming in January as they encourage people to try their lifestyle as a part of their New Year resolutions. The big hope is that people will try vegetarianism and like it so much, they will also become vegans in due course. They embrace their chosen lifestyle with an evangelical zeal and seek to convert everyone to their way of life. Vegans have the remedy for saving the world: no livestock, lower greenhouse gases, they see it as a win-win and as a result are positively glowing with self-righteousness.


But, and there is a big but, they have driven up world demand for quinoa and avocado and thus prices. These are, or were, staple foods in South America, and the poor there can no longer afford to buy them. They don’t tell you about that, do they? Chicken, in some parts of South America is now cheaper them quinoa and avocado, so some poor people are now eating more chicken. Those that can’t afford quinoa or avocado or chicken are really struggling. The rush to grow more quinoa and soya is leading to more deforestation. Well done, vegans. Apparently new converts drop off being vegetarian and vegan just as quickly as all those ‘new year’s resolution’ people at the gym, whose decline in numbers by the end of this month is in free fall.


[image: Illustration]


I’ve just returned from doing the morning school run. It’s a horrible morning, wet and cold. The outside temperature on the car shows one degree, there’s a lot of stuff falling out of the sky and some of it is white. I’m very glad to get back to a warm kitchen and breakfast. Everything in life is relative and our kitchen only seems warm if you compare it with what’s going on outside. As I scramble from car to house, I spare a thought for my neighbour’s new-born lambs which are two fields away down the road. Lambs were meant to be cavorting in the sunshine, not pictures of abject misery, backed up against what shelter the hedge provides with their chins resting on their front feet. I used to enjoy a bit of cavorting myself. Haven’t done any for a long time.
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The lambs are in a steep field that slopes down to the road. When I was in my 20s my brother came to stay with us. One night there was a goodly fall of snow so after we had done all our work we decided to go sledging. First we had to build a sledge, which took us over an hour. We thought we’d made a fair job of it, we even found some metal strips to fix to the wooden runners. The nearest field suitable for sledging was the one where the lambs are today. It’s not our field, but no matter. We walked to the very top and both got on the sledge and away we went. The combination of the steepness and the combined weight of two 20-year-olds meant that we were soon going quite fast. Then we hit a frozen molehill that completely destroyed the sled.


I’ve never been one to give up easily but the sled was beyond repair so we went a bit further down the road, to the blacksmiths, to see if he could help. For someone who has spent his life mending things for grumpy farmers, this was a welcome diversion. He was so enthusiastic I thought at one time he would want to come with us. He found some square metal tubes and made us a sledge in about half an hour. He put some metal mesh on top for us to sit on and we were soon climbing back up the same field. Off we went and soon reached speeds we had previously only dreamt of. It’s about 300 yards down that field and when we reached the bottom we were going so fast there was no way of stopping. Under the barbed wire we went, through the hedge, across the road and through the hedge on the other side. We eventually stopped about 30 yards into the flat field the other side of the road. By the time we had removed briars and blackthorns from faces and hands, it was time to go to milk again.


We only had the one ride on that sled that day but my children used it for years and it was sturdy enough to carry bales of hay about the yard when there was snow on the ground. We’ve still got it, somewhere, although I haven’t seen it for over 20 years!


3 FEBRUARY 2018


I’m reading a really good book at the moment, it’s about a farmer and his efforts to grow crops on one field and at the same time, enhancing nature, both flora and fauna. He reports that the presence of hares is a good barometer of the well-being of how you farm.


I learn that a red legged partridge female lays two clutches of eggs, one of which is hatched out by the male. I never knew that. But there is no end to what nature has to teach you and you never stop learning, which is part of what makes it such a delight. I suppose the partridge sees it as a sort of a baker’s dozen, a bit extra to ensure that some chicks are reared. I know, for example, that if there are winged predators about (and there’s an abundance of those), the red legged partridge will head for cover whilst the wild grey partridge squats down where it is and is easily picked off. That’s another of the choices or balances that wildlife organisations have not come to terms with. We are forever being told about the demise of the grey partridge. The RSPB refuses to link it to the proliferation of birds of prey, whose numbers escalate year by year. There’s lots of red legs about here. You see large coveys scurrying along the lanes. Most shoots rear some. I often ask keepers why they don’t rear some greys as well (you can buy them), but they all say it is a waste of time, they would only be rearing food for birds of prey.
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When I was involved at the village school, which was many years ago now, there were over 70 pupils and three full-time teachers. In recent years it’s struggled for numbers. Not because I’m not involved any more, but because it’s a sad biological fact of life that the many retired couples who have moved in to the area rarely start a new family. Attendance drifted down to the 20s at times and the school was amalgamated with another village school about three miles away. I’m not sure how that works, I think they share Heads.


But there have been two significant changes lately. Pupil numbers have gone back well up to the 40s, this taking away any closure threat. The biggest visual change has been outside the school. There have always been some pupils from outside the catchment area and you see lots of cars outside the school doing the school run. There is probably a mixture of reasons why people take their children out of town schools and put them in to village schools. I’m sure the smaller class sizes are attractive, why wouldn’t they be? But perhaps there is a social status benefit to be had as well. Whatever the reason, these out-of-catchment children have kept many a village school alive. But there has been one dramatic change. I don’t know where they come from but there are now about three mothers collecting children on foot and they have pushchairs with them that presumably contain even younger children. It’s the most heart-warming thing I’ve seen outside the school for a long time. Perhaps we’ve got our living village back.
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When you go to secondary school in a rural area, it could well be that the school is a fair way away. I went about eight miles to school, which gave you the chance to do your homework on the bus on the way to school. The downside was that your best friend at school might also live eight miles away, in another direction. It made contact outside school very difficult. My children had to go six miles to secondary school. When my son was 12 or 13, he used to breed ferrets and he sold a ferret to a classmate who lived ten miles away in the other direction. It was decided that there was no better place for the ferret to be handed over than at school. My son took the ferret to school, fast asleep amongst his books, in his school bag. The prospective purchaser refused to take delivery of the ferret until school finished for the day. My son was totally unperturbed by this request and carried the ferret all day long in his bag from lesson to lesson. At the end of the school day, animal and money changed hands and the ferret went safely off on another bus journey. I was always quite proud of my son for doing this.


10 FEBRUARY 2018


I’ve never really sought to air my medical problems here but if you will indulge me a while you will discover there is a purpose. I’ve got this condition that has taken away my balance. The biggest effect has been I’ve had to stop going to international rugby matches,. I still get to do a lot because people are so kind and thoughtful. For example I can get up the six or so steps into the pub, but I need help to get back down them. I usually get offered a brawny tractor driver’s arm. The other big downside is that once or twice a month I will have a fall. And it’s a fair old fall, there is no warning and it’s so sudden that you just go down in a heap. It’s very important where you fall. Onto a bed or a settee is OK, concrete not so good. Last week I had a fall backwards onto the toilet. And the seat was up so I fell onto the rim. I landed on the small of my back and it was the most painful thing I can remember. I had to go to bed for three hours but as soon as there was a grandson about I went downstairs to the safety of my armchair.


Now it’s time for a bit of self-diagnosis. Everything is working OK, so I decide its muscle damage. If I go to the doctors he will send me to A&E and do I need to spend 12 hours on a trolley in a corridor? No I don’t, so I decide I will tough it out which is why I spend the next three days in the armchair and why I end up watching Prime Minister’s questions. After about ten minutes I decide I would never make an MP. Call it pride, call it what you will, but I could never bring myself to ask such stupid questions. Yet there they all are, bobbing to their feet, dozens of them, trying to get ‘called’ by the speaker. And if I couldn’t think of a better question to ask than they do, I’d stay well down in my seat. ‘Will my honourable friend join me in congratulating a rugby club in my constituency, on their 40th anniversary?’ Of course the PM will, and graciously acknowledges the importance of physical activity. Big deal, what’s all that about? Is it just to use up time in case someone should have a real searching question? What a way to run a country!


Then there’s the speaker, who is central to all this. He’s a self-satisfied preening sort of fellow. There’s a saying around here ‘He’s as slick as a mole.’ It is reserved for those who have about them the sleek velvety smugness of a mole. That probably describes him very accurately but I also think he looks a bit like a carrion crow perched on the top of a hedge in springtime. He’s cleared out one nest of song bird fledglings and now he is looking for the next opportunity. The whole scene in Parliament also reminds me of a noisy, dirty, sea lion pool at a zoo. The Speaker is the keeper distributing fish, in the form of the opportunity to ask a question. The MP’s are the very noisy sea lions, bobbing up and down to catch his eye. That’s got to be enough analogies for one day. For a few seconds I am forced to admire his ability to know everyone’s name. Then reality kicks in – he probably doesn’t know everyone’s name, he only calls the names he knows. Only he knows the answer to that and I bet he keeps that very secret.


After three nights I venture back upstairs. And decide to stay in the B&B wing – fewer stairs to climb. Big mistake. I awake at about 3am in agony. I try every position known to man and I can’t get out of pain. I can’t make anyone hear me, I can’t get down the stairs on my own, I’m just stuck there. By the time the house gets up I’m at a pretty low ebb. Perhaps the self-diagnosis was wrong, perhaps it’s more serious than I first thought. We decide that I can’t sit in the car and I need an ambulance. Ten minutes later there’s two big men stood at the end of my bed. One is an ambulance driver and one is a paramedic. I can’t praise them enough. They get me downstairs, give me a really thorough examination, speak to my GP, arrange for prescription pain killers, arrange a GP appointment for next week and decide I had torn back muscles which had started to heal and I’d torn them again. If they can employ nice people like this, who are so good at their job, it must be the system that is wrong. And I think I’ve sold one of the ambulance men two hens.


17 FEBRUARY 2018


Although my mobile phone is only about two years old, (the last one fell out of my pocket into the brown stuff), it’s quite a simple one. It is used to make and receive phone calls, it sends and receives texts and its alarm function gets me up in the morning. Very, very, occasionally it is used to take a photograph. That is all I use it for. It does lots of other things but they remain a mystery to me. Not for me, one of these phones with a touch screen and all the functions that come with them. I despair of people spending time in company, staring at their phones when they should be making conversation or listening to gossip.


But one night in the pub it was particularly noisy. If you have ten or twelve people in a room and they are all talking at the same time, the only way they can get themselves heard is by talking louder than everyone else and the whole scenario gets out of control and the volume escalates. We had just that sort of scenario recently. It was so noisy that me and the person next to me had long given up trying to make conversation. He gets his phone out, I’m not too pleased about that, but in the circumstances I don’t blame him. He lays it on the table, presses it a few times and then points for me to have a look. I soon forget any misgivings I may have, he’s activated a function that measures decibels! There’s a needle going back and fore as the conversation volumes ebbs and flow. There’s a portion of the needle’s travel that is in a red zone, presumably this is the area where you can suffer hearing damage. The needle measure is mostly on the edge of the red and every extra shout and peal of laughter sends it well into the red. Here comes the irony. When they introduced ‘quiet’ cabs in tractors, the maximum decibel level was around 180. The noise in the pub was way beyond that, and many of the people making the noise were tractor drivers and lorry drivers. They are making more noise than the big diesel engines they drive.
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A friend calls by for a chat and a cup of coffee. He has been to take some sheep to a small local abattoir. The sheep were born and bred on his farm, the abattoir is only ten miles away, the meat will be sold in his brother’s butchers shop, which is also local. This is an example of local food provenance of the highest order but he probably doesn’t see it like that, he just sees it as common sense.


He is in reflective mood so I just sit and listen. He tells me that the countryside has gone quiet. He farms alongside a minor road that travels from the valley floor to the top of the hill, where the hill farms are, a journey of about three miles. When he went to school, (admittedly over 50 years ago), there were 21 places that sold milk along that road. Now there is only ‘me’. ‘That was 21 families and the place was alive.’ He tells me that years ago, when they went out of the house, they could always hear a tractor working somewhere. They would all stop and listen, and they could mostly identify the make of tractor and hence whose it was and what he was doing. ‘Sounds like Sid Jones mowing his clover piece.’ ‘These days when folk are busy they call in a big contractor with big machines and all you can hear is tractors roaring for 12 hours. Next day we are back to silence again.’


He recalls threshing. At an early age he was allowed to stay home from school so that, with his terrier, he could catch rats and mice. ‘The threshing drum would arrive early; it often took over an hour to get it all ready. It had to be blocked up dead level. If it wasn’t level it wouldn’t work properly and grain would be lost and belts would fly off. When it was all ready, we all went in the house where Granny had cooked us a huge breakfast.’


He pauses to take a swig of his now cold coffee and I tell him of some of my threshing experiences. As the boy on the farm where I worked I was frequently sent to help neighbours at threshing time. The food was always plentiful and good. The trouble was that, as the boy, I was always fed last. The first-fed men would be mopping up the last of their gravy with a piece of bread almost before I had speared my first potato. As they returned to work one day, and me with half a plate of food, one of them jabbed his forefinger in my back and said, ‘I don’t begrudge you your food but I begrudge the time you are taking to eat it!’


24 FEBRUARY 2018


My eldest grandson, who is I think about 24, has been working on the farm for about six month and he’s moved in with us. He moved in with us because we have plenty of room. It’s quite a handy arrangement as he is close at hand if I am struggling with my laptop, which is most days. The only downside is that he gets better food than me. One day he says to me ‘I’m thinking of getting a dog.’ He means he wants his own dog to work on the farm. It’s half a statement of intent and half of it that says ‘I live with you so will that be OK?’ The query comes out of courtesy because he is not the sort to do otherwise. I don’t think he realises just how important getting your own dog is, in the process of growing up. One of the first things I did after getting married, was to buy a dog. I’d been back at home living with my parents for two or three years before I got married and if I had wanted a dog then I would have had to ask them. So when I did buy that dog there was a sort of freedom involved, I just went out and bought it, I didn’t ask anyone. I didn’t even ask my wife for her permission. I thought it best to start like that and, as I went on, not ask her for support in any big decisions. It’s a yardstick that has served me well over the years.


The next time the boy mentions a dog, he’s bought a puppy and it is arriving on Sunday. He shows me photos of it on his phone. He asks me what he should call it. This is an important issue, and I tell him that for a working dog, a name with only one syllable has much to commend it, as it is easier to shout instructions with a short name. I once knew a gamekeeper who had a lot of Springer spaniels, they were a particularly lively strain (which is very lively if you are talking about spaniels). He always used men’s names for his dogs that had an old-fashioned ring to them. He had an Adrian and a Neville and a Jonathon. I suggest the name, ‘Dog’, which has much to commend it, but the best name comes from the very end of one of my favourite films, ‘Babe’. Then you could stand next to your dog and say, ‘That’ll do Pig, that’ll do.’
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It’s a sad irony regarding working dogs, that if you get a really outstanding dog it will meet an untimely end. If you rear a useless dog, it will sleep on your yard until it is at least 20 years old. Even my favourite dog Mert, who was a really good worker and lived until he was very old, met his end under the wheels of late night teenage traffic. To most livestock farmers, a good working dog is indispensable. Some rely on the combination of dog and quad bike, a few seem to manage with just a quad bike, but they can’t have the pleasure and satisfaction of having a really good dog.


Then there are those who don’t have either. I knew of such a farm. They had quite a lot of sheep to look after but their dog was run over. It so happened that there was another farm that was only a couple of hundred yards away. They had a good dog. This dog was always free to come and go as he pleased and when he wasn’t working he would roam about at will. Part of his roaming would take him down the road to the other farm, just to say hello and to see what is going on. One day they are getting their sheep in at the ‘dog-less’ farm. Because they are dog-less, there is a lot of noise involved. Shooing and cursing and the like. Two hundred yards away the dog hears all this noise, he vacated his cosy refuge amongst the bales and goes down the road to the other farm, to give them a hand. He stays there until the sheep are returned to the field and his help is invaluable. They are quite taken with this help and start feeding this dog with titbits so that he starts calling several times a day. If he is not about and there is sheep work to do, they live near enough to call him and he soon comes running. They use their neighbours’ dog in this fashion for two years but one day his owner needs him, can’t find him, and drives to his neighbours to ask if they have seen him. He finds his dog busy helping with the shearing, he’s so busy he’s almost exhausted. The owner is not best pleased. And that, as they say, was the end of that.
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Our local town is built on the side of a hill. It means that some of the streets are quite steep. It is always ironical to me that the vets’ is on a level business park at the edge of the town but the doctors’ surgery is at the top if the steep bit. This was once explained to me that the doctors was built at the top of the town in order that old people, struggling up the hill to the doctors, would die before they got there. I struggled to get in there yesterday and once I was sitting in the waiting room I announced that the doctors and vets should swap over premises.


A lady nearby disagrees, ‘If the doctors was down there, we wouldn’t have such a nice view from the waiting room.’ But I get support from a farmer’s wife sitting in the corner. ‘I think he was referring to the access.’ Our local scrap metal dealer comes in, he’s a good friend of ours, he’s obviously popped in during his working day because he is in full, filthy working outfit. He’s not there long as he goes in to see the nurse. I just hope her hands are cleaner than his.
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The dog Gomer had a knitted pig for Christmas. I think he’s just killed it.


3 MARCH 2018


I had occasion to phone a company I’d never had contact with before, none of whose employees I knew. When we finished our conversation the lady who had answered the phone called me, ‘Sweetie.’ ‘Thank you Sweetie.’ It registered with me because it’s quite unusual these days for someone to say something like that. I’ve never been really sure what political correctness means, I just plough on regardless, tell it how I see it. I wasn’t offended by it, in fact I quite liked it. Could it be that society is taking itself a bit too seriously these days?
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There’s this very large farm with a lot of employees. It is decided by the owners to make some changes to improve efficiency. One of the things they want to do is bring in outside contractors to do some of the tractor work. This will involve some redundancies and all the staff are called to a meeting, which is part of the consultation process, in order to explain what is going to happen and why. After all the reasons are explained, the staff are asked if anyone will volunteer for redundancy. Half the staff look at the floor and the other half look at the ceiling. There is no eye contact. The boss wants to move things on a bit, truth be told he is probably as uncomfortable about the whole process as his men.


He turns to the oldest employee, ‘What about you Fred, you never seem to be very busy, you always seem to be pottering about.’ Fred is the stockman, he works quite hard in the winter when the cattle are inside, but in the summer he rides slowly about on his tractor from field to field to see that the stock is OK, and he makes sure that this takes all day. Fred draws himself to his full height. ‘You can’t be much of a farmer if you can’t afford to keep one man who doesn’t do anything.’ There was no answer to that and Fred survived the cull.
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It’s a bright sunny day today, following several days of wet and cold. The weather thus far this year has been miserable. January is to be endured but it’s not unreasonable to expect February to be better. It’s the month when the harbingers of spring start to turn up. It depends where you live and in particular your height above sea level, just how many of these harbingers you actually get. But eventually spring will turn up, it always does, so it’s best to be ready for it. One of the things we have to do is get the electric fence ready: we use them throughout the grazing season. We have fairly modern solar charged units. They work very well but I admit to being a bit scared of them. I’ve always been a bit scared of electricity; it’s OK in the right place, the right place being not through me. Years ago we had an electric fence unit that worked off the mains and I will always remember fetching the cows one dark wet morning, the fence wire was sagging a bit, the dog brushed against it, and it fetched a spark the length of the dog’s back. It frightened the life out of me, and the dog didn’t reckon much to it either.


When I was a boy, one day a local farmer took some of us to market. He had to call at the machinery dealers. The man behind the counter asked if he’d seen these new electric fence units. ‘They are not like your old one. No moving parts, it’s all transistorised.’ Transistors were once the future, they were as modern as you could get. There was one of these new units on the counter. The farmer switched it on, held the end of the lead and said, ‘It’s not working.’ The man behind the counter was amazed, ‘Of course it is.’ He grabbed the end of the lead and received such an electrical kick, it nearly put him on his back. Of course the farmer was one of these rare individuals who can receive electric shocks and they have no effect on them. I don’t know how that works but their greatest delight is to grab hold of an electric fence and grab hold of you at the same time – you get a sort of enhanced shock. They never tire of doing this.


This same farmer had an old Bedford lorry, it had a six-cylinder petrol engine. He used to let us boys use it to cart hay bales. There were usually four of us. Two would pitch by hand, one would stack the bales on the lorry and one would drive. We took it in turns to drive so in theory the harder we worked, the sooner we would get our turn to drive the lorry.


One day the farmer came out into the hay field to see how we were getting on. I was driving, he listened to the petrol engine and said ‘she’ was only going on five cylinders. He undid the side of the bonnet to expose the spark plugs. The plugs didn’t have plastic caps on them, they had metal screws that held the leads and plugs together. He put a finger on each plug in turn and said, ‘This one is not working, switch her off’. He got his tool kit out, took out the plug he had identified, and sure enough it was caked up with bits of carbon. He cleaned it up, put it back in, ‘Now fire it up.’ He put his finger onto the plug he had cleaned, ‘She is going OK now.’ I haven’t a clue just how much electricity was coursing through him when he did this. But best to keep well clear. On no account let him grab your hand.


10 MARCH 2018


Pheasants always seem to know when the shooting season finishes. Within two or three days there are pheasants everywhere. The shoot that I allow on my land catch up some of these pheasants. The hens produce eggs to hatch next year’s pheasants and any surplus cocks are released in a wood that is fairly central on their shoot, hoping that they will still be there for next season. We get a lot of pheasants hanging about our chicken sheds. This is not ideal for biosecurity so I suggest that they put a catching pen by our sheds. In three days they catch 53! Where did they all come from?
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We were talking about driving tests in the pub the other night. One of our regular companions works for a local auctioneer and he has to drive the tractor about the market when they are cleaning the pens out. They make him take a tractor test to prove his competence to do just that. Never mind that before he went to work at the auctioneers he had worked for over 30 years on a large arable farm, as a tractor driver! It all has a health and safety agenda feel to it. I tell them that my grandson has just been on a loader competence course. That he had to go over 40 miles to get there, it took two days and he had to go back on the third day to sit a test. All that at a cost of £400. You have to do all this because if there should ever be an accident it is important to be able to show that you have taken the issue of safety seriously, and have taken the trouble to train to prevent accidents. We all think £400 is too expensive but we can’t do anything about it. There were several doing the course at the same time, which is several £400s. Most unpopular is the trailer test they want you to take. It’s apparently OK to drive a tractor on the road with 20 tons of trailer behind it. But if you have a stock trailer behind a truck, they want you to take a trailer test. These tests cost £600 and I know of only a few farmers who have done one. If you have done this sort of work for a long time, you achieve a sort of ‘grandfather’s right’ to carry on doing it. That’s is why I often drive calves to market with my grandson sitting beside me, looking over hedges, which is what I should be doing.


The conversation in the pub moves on, as it always does, to motorbike tests. I passed my test on a motorbike in Newport. What they did in those days was that you went to the test centre and the examiner gave you a map of the town centre with a route clearly defined. You had to study that route and the examiner told you to ride around it repeatedly. He would walk around the route while you did it. ‘I will be watching you at junctions and traffic lights, you may not see me because I will be hiding in shop doorways and the like. At some time during the test, when it is safe to do so, I will step out in front of you and you will do an emergency stop.’ Seems so old-fashioned today. This reminds me of a story I heard on the radio many years ago. Listeners were invited to call in with amusing stories relating to driving test experiences. Someone phoned in and said that he had been for a motorbike test. He was instructed in exactly the same way that I had been, the only difference was that the examiner was going to test two motorcyclists at the same time. The two motorbikes set off at intervals and our caller drove around the course as instructed but saw not a sign of the examiner or the other bike. He drove thus for over an hour and a half, and as his fuel was getting low, he drove back to the test centre. When he got there he was told that the examiner had stepped out in front of the other learner in order for him to do an emergency stop, and the other learner had run him over.


17 MARCH 2018


It’s Friday, it’s bad weather and I haven’t been out of the house for two days. Do I feel guilty? Not a bit. I’ve probably done my share of bad weather farming. A succession of people come to the kitchen every morning to fill watering cans with hot water. I make them cups of tea and tell them my stories of bad weather; my bad weather stories are much worse than what’s outside today, but I can tell they don’t believe me. They want the hot water to thaw out cattle drinking troughs. I used to set fire to straw to do this – it had the added benefit of warming me at the same time. This wasn’t without its disasters though. The fire would occasionally burn through the blue plastic water pipe so I would have a plumbing job to do as well.


The worst winter for me was the winter of 1963. I was herdsman at a farm about three miles from where I lived. The ’63 winter seemed to go on forever. It was three weeks before I could drive to work, so for three weeks I had to walk to work. This used to take a good hour. When I got there I had all the milking parlour to thaw out, I had to milk the cows and I had to try to get all this done by seven o’clock. Why seven o’clock? Seven o’clock is apparently the time that the good people of Cardiff get up in the morning and put the kettle on. Electricity supplies would struggle to cope and as that hour approached, you could hear the electric motors that ran the parlour were getting slower and slower and by seven o’clock they would stop altogether.


The most frustrating aspect of the 1963 winter was when the roads were reopened. I could drive back home fine but there was a short steep hill to negotiate and time after time I would fail to get up the hill because other vehicles were already stuck. If you were stuck you had to back all the way to the bottom and about 100 yards back along the flat in order to give yourself another run at it, to give yourself the momentum needed to get to the top. Time and again the vehicle that had thwarted me would try to start off at the bottom, get ¾ the way up, and get stuck again. I often spent my entire one-hour lunch break trying to get up that hill.


Some parts of the country this morning have snowy roads gridlocked with traffic at a standstill. Probably because someone at the front of the queue has done something really stupid and hasn’t got a clue how to drive in snow. You get a similar sort of problem most days around these narrow lanes. You can be driving a tractor and trailer, or truck and livestock trailer and meet a car. There may well be a passing place just 30 yards behind them but they just sit there, they haven’t got a clue how to reverse but expect you to back a vehicle and trailer 300 yards or so to reach a passing place.
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A young lad who is doing an apprenticeship here comes in for some hot water. I make him a cup of tea. Whilst he is drinking the tea, and warming himself at the Rayburn, I tell him my stories of the ’63 winter. I can tell by his eyes that he’s not really listening, he’s only pretending to listen while he drinks his tea. I can remember when I was his age having a similar experience. There was someone living in our village who had worked on farms in Canada for 20 years. There was no way that you could beat him on stories of cold weather. He had seen our struggles in the winter of ’63, and it was no consolation to be told that it was so much worse in Canada. ‘Big bulk carrier ships would pull up into the rivers and anchor in mid stream. It would be so cold that night that the river would freeze over and next day you could drive lorries laden with grain across the ice to fill the ships up.’ This was usually received with sceptical eye-rolling from his audience, so he would go a bit further, ‘It was so cold at night, the milk would freeze in the cows’ udders.’
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