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Nicholas Bradbury was born in Lagos, Nigeria, where his father worked as an architect. From the age of four he grew up in Yorkshire and later in Warwickshire. His career has encompassed government, banking and public relations in England, Canada and Hong Kong. He now lives with his wife and son in Oxford.





Market Farm is his first novel.




based on a true story




“Money mediates transactions; ritual mediates experience, including social experience. Money provides a standard for measuring worth; ritual standardises situations, and so helps us to evaluate them. Money makes a link between the present and the future, so does ritual. The more we reflect on the richness of the metaphor, the more it becomes clear that this is no metaphor. Money is only an extreme and specialised type of ritual.”


Mary Douglas (via Will Self)




Acknowledgement


Many people have encouraged me in life, and my wife and son, as well as friends, continue to do so. Some people have also given small but important encouragements to me in relation to writing, especially Gianni Celati, Saul Bellow and Margaret Atwood. All deserve my thanks, while the latter deserve my apology for having put off the task in any seriousness for far too long. For his great help with moving this work to publication, and his other kindnesses to me and my family over many years, my deep appreciation goes to Adam Williams. Finally, my gratitude goes to Jüri Gabriel and Dedalus for their bold decision to back an unpublished writer.




Preface


You may know of Animal Farm. The animals overthrew the farmer and his men and set up their own farm. They thought they would be free. But the pigs, and in particular those led by Napoleon, took over. After that, things did not work out well at all for most of the animals. In fact, things turned out even worse than was recorded at the time.


It was not the only farm to undergo a transformation, however. There was another farm where the animals overthrew the farmer and established their own rule. They too thought they would be free. Yet in the end, things did not work out well there either, although in a different way. In fact, things will turn out worse on this farm than many of its animals suspect. They call it Market Farm.
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Running Free


It was a quiet day on Market Farm. The pigs, inclined as usual to laziness and good living, were to be seen wandering about the yard before sauntering off to the Farm House to enjoy a convivial afternoon discussing just how well everything had gone in the past year – indeed in the many years since they had taken over. Chickens scratched for corn, the sheep lay in the fields and the horses went about their labours diligently but unhurriedly, while the cows wandered obediently to the cowsheds for milking. Even the dogs, who had in the distant past been objects of fear on the farm, had grown fat and indolent as the largely trouble free years had gone by.


Not every day was so well ordered, nor the work so easy. By and large, however, life was accepted by all those on the farm for what it was. It could be better, but it could be worse, and the stable life and the quiet contentment had led to easy-going relations among the animals of the farm. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the friendships that had grown, which may not have been likely in earlier ages.


Just such an association had arisen between three animals who had in recent years become the firmest of friends, Merlin, Erroll and Lily. The trio were taking a leisurely stroll, chatting of this and that, when the subject turned to the Farm Council. The farm was managed on behalf of the animals by the pigs through the Council, which held its meetings every week in the Farm House and for which elections were held every four years. Although all of the pigs held rather similar views on what was good for the farm, there were sufficient divergences of opinion for two groups to have taken shape over time. These became known as the blues and the pinks, following the colours they wore at election time.


Merlin was a greying donkey who often said little. When he did, he was often accused of cynicism – though to his mind, he merely saw things as they were and expressed himself accordingly. So it was today.


“Blue and pink, it’s all the same,” said Merlin, in his usual flat, emotionless tone. “Whatever group is in charge, the farm goes about its business. And of course the pigs make sure that they are well rewarded for not getting in the way too much.”


Undeniably, the pigs reserved a portion of whatever was produced on the farm for their own use, to nourish their all-important brains, by means of the Annual Tithe, which produce was stored in the great Tithe Barn near the Farm House. But as they pointed out, this tithe was also used in many other ways beneficial to the farm and its animals. It was used to feed the dogs who were to guard against intruders; to store up grain in case the harvest failed; and to trade with the Great Outside, to buy things that the farm itself could not provide.


Lily ruffled her feathers at Merlin’s criticism. She was an innocent young chicken, kind hearted and always ready to think good of any animal, though usually quite timid in her views and actions.


“It’s only natural that the pig should manage the farm’s affairs and hold sway on the Farm Council, they’re clearly the cleverest and most articulate animals,” she said, as if repeating a mere commonplace. “I know some animals question whether it’s right that they should do less of the physical labour than we other animals do. But I think that their work, the brain work I mean, and telling the farm animals what to do, must be very taxing. I could never do it. I think it’s much more difficult and important than building or ploughing or hoeing or sowing or reaping. Any animal can do those.”


Erroll agreed, after a fashion. He was a strapping bullock just entering his prime, full of the energy and optimism of youth, and never afraid to express himself or to leap into action.


“The pigs are farm animals just like us, so they must have the best interests of Market Farm at heart. In any case, the most important point is that all of us animals, from the largest to the smallest, are free – free from tyranny,” he bellowed, aping one of the rhetorical flourishes sometimes used by the pigs.


Indeed it was true. Freedom, not tithes and produce, was what Market Farm was all about. Freedom was what had been fought for long ago, and the animals’ triumph over tyranny was symbolised by the Freedom Tree, a gnarled old oak which had been the site of an important battle in which the animals had wrested control of the farm from the ancient rule of humans in a tide of revolution. Above it hung a carefully carved plaque that proclaimed “freedom for all”.


It was beneath this tree that the occasional “Freedom Meetings” were held, where any animal could get up and air his or her views on any subject. This, at least, was the theory, although in practice, the pigs insisted on a more orderly agenda. Otherwise, as they said, matters could “slip from hoof and trotter”, and chaos would surely ensue.


The Freedom Tree was thus one of the most important things on the entire farm. As long as the Freedom Tree still stood, it was said, no animal would again have to “bow down and give of his produce to corrupt overlords who labour not but live off the fat of the land”. Although the language in which this sentiment was expressed now had something of an archaic ring to it, it remained at the very core of the animals’ sense of what made Market Farm their home.


Even Merlin was inclined to agree with this sentiment. “Yes, whatever else, we must never forget the freedom we enjoy, which is not the anarchy of the wild animals beyond the farm fence, but the free association of a community of animals all working for the common good. As for the pigs, for all their faults, we will never forget how they led the fight for liberty. And nor will they, I hope.”




Foxes!


It was a measure of how secure the animals of Market Farm felt behind their fences and hedgerows, and with a Farm Council led by good stout pigs, that when foxes were sighted near the farm, there was no immediate alarm. After all, foxes had been part of farm life – or more precisely, farm death – since time immemorial. Their numbers were always few, and they lived always beyond the pale. So the animals kept a watchful eye on their borders, but otherwise went about their business very much as usual.


At the Freedom Meetings, the older pigs especially sought to reassure the animals on the farm that they were perfectly safe.


“We give you our solemn promise that never shall foxes be allowed to harm any farm animal,” said Bluffer, a portly, avuncular figure who was the leader of the “blue” pigs who currently dominated the Council and hence was the leader of Market Farm itself. “As pigs, we have gained your trust through protecting Market Farm from danger, and we will never betray this trust. We will work tirelessly to ensure that you will continue to lead lives free of worry and strife.”


The animals were much relieved to hear the pigs make their position so clear. Yet the sightings of foxes, after a short lull, seemed gradually to increase. And one day, a young goat named Terry announced that he had seen some of the younger pigs talking with foxes near one of the hedgerows. “They looked like they were friends,” he told an assembled crowd in a voice trembling with adolescent excitement. All the animals laughed, this observation merely reinforcing the general opinion that goats were among the least intelligent of animals, wild or ruralised. No wonder the expression “sorting the sheep from the goats” had arisen!


It was not long, however, before the animals were shocked to discover that the observation had perhaps been right. For one week shortly afterwards, a small group of foxes was seen actually entering the Farm House, escorted by some of the pigs! Moreover, they indeed appeared to be on cordial terms. There was consternation at the farm, and great debate as to the significance of the event, which every animal was sure would never be repeated. Yet repeated it was, with foxes coming and going, albeit discreetly, ever more frequently and seemingly in ever closer conversation with the pigs.


At the Freedom Meetings, the animals demanded an explanation.


“How can you pigs even think of meeting with the foxes! What good can possibly come of it?” brayed Cynthia, one of the mares, shaking her flaxen mane in outrage. “Are you going to give them the freedom of the chicken run?”


Not surprisingly, at this inflammatory suggestion, the chickens, Lily among them, set up a tremendous clucking and flapping of wings, soon joined by a fervid quacking and hissing from the ducks and the geese, who felt only slightly less menaced at the thought. The cacophony was deafening, and even some of the pigs, stout as they were, had thoughts about calling on the dogs, just in case.


But Bristle, one of the livelier and younger pigs who had been most instrumental in inviting the foxes to the farm, rose and motioned for silence. “The world changes, things move on,” he said with smooth self-assurance, and casting his eyes over the crowd of animals beneath him. “We need to keep open minds and to seek the truth, examine the facts. We need new ideas. New blood. Something to rouse us from our slumbers. Are there better ways of running Market Farm? Could we be even freer? More prosperous? It’s no good just sticking to the past in everything we do, my friends. Talking to the foxes is just a part of the process. We would be failing in our duty to you as pigs if we did not explore every opportunity to improve your lives. There is nothing to fear, my dear animals, but fear itself.”


Whether by force of argument, or rhetoric or from simple confusion, Bristle’s words had the desired effect. The clucking and flapping subsided, and somehow the meeting ended with agreement that the ideas could be explored, provided that the sanctity of the chicken run could be guaranteed inviolable.


So the visits of the foxes continued, and despite a lingering fear, the longer the foxes were present on the farm, the more the animals got used to these distant relatives. This acceptance was very much helped by the foxes’ well groomed appearance, their impeccable manners and their articulate way of speaking, which made a deep impression on the animals of Market Farm. So provided the foxes kept their distance, and did no harm, the animals were not inclined to demand that they leave. In any case, if needed, the pigs would surely turn to the dogs to chase the foxes out.


Eventually, several families of foxes moved onto an unused hill in a large field at the edge of the farm behind the Farm House, where they built houses surrounded by thick, high holly bushes and entered by a narrow gate above which hung a sign that said “Vegetarian Villas” in large lettering.




Land Reform


Sure enough, along with the foxes came the new ideas that Bristle had talked about. Small improvements were made to many aspects of the farm, which eased the animals’ workloads a little and promised better harvests. New drainage channels were dug, gates repaired and crops “rationalised”, to use a new word the foxes introduced to the farm vocabulary.


“Freedom is good. Freedom purifies. But the proof of the value of freedom is the turnips in your troughs, the hay in your mangers and the seeds in your trays. The foxes will bring more of these to us. It’s going to be a brave new world for all of us!” explained Bristle at another of the Freedom Meetings, where he was an ever more vocal figure.


“Bravo! Bravo!” bellowed Erroll, whose fiery optimism had made him one of the most enthusiastic supporters of the “new breed” of pigs who were now pushing for “rationalisation”.


Nor was he to be disappointed. The foxes’ first initiatives were just the precursors of a much more radical change – land reform. One of the greatest barriers to progress at the farm that the foxes had identified, according to the pigs who had discussed things with them, was the ill defined nature of who owned what. The animals were surprised, since they thought they knew very well what belonged to whom, and that at the end of the day, all the animals owned pretty much all that was on the farm. But it was explained to them that here was a much broader question that, once solved, would unleash slumbering productive forces to the great benefit of all.


“We are proposing, that for the good of Market Farm and all of its animals, we carry out without delay a root and branch reform of the present system,” announced Bristle in Council one day, shining with greater confidence than ever. “No longer should we countenance our backward ways, with animals simply wandering aimlessly around the farm, unfairly sharing field and food. This is a goad to idleness and living off the efforts of others. Henceforth, let each animal’s share in the farm be defined exactly, bounded by rights that guarantee their freedoms. Let the fields and buildings be parcelled out, to each animal according to his need and ability, and let each animal use his talents to make the most of what the farm has given him.”


Not surprisingly, given the radical nature of what was proposed, there was much debate in the Farm Council, and much bargaining. But in the end, as always, a compromise was reached. As insisted upon by the “blues”, an appropriate portion of the disbursement was reserved for the foxes, for their role in devising and implementing this revolutionary new system. But as equally firmly insisted on by the “pinks”, a sizeable amount was also to be kept in common for all the animals to enjoy and for future enterprises of common endeavour. And of course, appropriate portions were to be given to each and every pig, whose contributions to the farm were, they all agreed, collectively beyond measure.


When these reforms were announced at the next Freedom Meeting, the animals were hesitant but also excited by the prospect of actually owning not just their own feathers and hides, and small possessions, but plots of land also. Certificates were drawn up and each animal received their own in a great ceremony held under the Freedom Tree. The certificates were very prettily drawn and, moreover, were written with the most impressively grave and precise sounding language that the animals had ever encountered. The animals also knew, or rather had been told, that they were very valuable, and would one day allow them to live a life of plenty and ease, without the need to toil in the fields.
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