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To my father-in-law Michael, who taught me how to plough a straight furrow.
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Foreword



I STARTED A SMALL FARM in Suffolk in the early 1990s with the idea of recreating the workings of a modest Victorian farm. My passion was the Suffolk Punch, the great carthorse of the eastern counties, and so I employed these massive equine powerhouses rather than spluttering tractors. I had learned a little horsemanship, and been shown the workings of the plough and all the other farming machinery that was needed to cultivate the land.


But one thing was lacking: experience. Now, had I been a modern farmer it would have been no problem to turn to my neighbours for advice, but did any of them understand the workings of the horse, or even remember the way things were in the days I was trying to recreate? Of course not, and in my quest for experience I began to realise, as the writer George Ewart Evans had done some decades before, that a strong tide was flowing and taking with it a way of life that had endured for centuries. So I read George’s book and lapped up every page, picking out useful bits of instruction from his narrative.


In this book, Robert Ashton has done something similar. Like me a great fan of George Ewart Evans, he has used his writings to place into context some of his memories of working the land and of rural life as it was lived fifty or more years ago. This book, alongside Evans’s, is not simply an exercise in nostalgia. There was much wrong with ‘the old ways of working’: often unsafe, unhealthy and poorly paid. But there was a lot that was right about it when it came to a compassionate relationship with farm animals and a respect for the delicate balances within the soil that we have discarded in pursuit of commerce. And that, I believe, is the lesson of this book: look back not with misty eyes, but with an enhanced appreciation of a gentler, more sustainable way of working the land, and the dedication of the people who worked it.


Paul Heiney, Suffolk 2023










Introduction



Silence
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WHERE ARE THE FELLOWS who cut the hay, I asked myself as I sat one Sunday morning in the silence of Leiston Quaker Meeting? Farming practices and even the landscape itself have changed so much in the fifty years since I first worked on the land. Fields are larger, tractors are larger and far fewer people now are needed to grow crops, milk cows and feed pigs. I thought back to the companionable days I’d spent in my youth, hoeing sugar beet as part of a gang, walking up and down the field in a line, smiling at the cursing of a workmate when he discovered that his row of beet contained more weeds than everyone else’s. I thought back to the summer of 1969, when I turned hay and later baled it with a Fordson Super Dexta, a tiny tractor by today’s standard. What happened to these people and those who came before them, and to their way of life?


These thoughts came to me that morning in autumn 2016, because this was my first visit to this particular Quaker Meeting and I’d realised that Florence Evans must have once sat in this very room, in that contemplative, silent space that we Quakers call worship. She had lived in the nearby village of Blaxhall in the early 1950s and this had been the closest Quaker Meeting to her home. Later, in the early 1960s, she had been my school headmistress in Needham Market and, as I discovered years later, was the wife of George Ewart Evans, a writer and oral historian whose work had so inspired me in my teens and in whose footsteps I hoped to tentatively tread when I could find the time to make writing my full-time occupation.


George Ewart Evans had interviewed his neighbours in Blaxhall, writing down the stories they told him of life before the First World War. He spoke with men who mourned the change from horses to tractors and men who had worked at Snape Maltings decades before Benjamin Britten saved it from dereliction and created a world-class concert hall. He had not set out to become to spoken history what Cecil Sharp was to folk music, but, chatting over the garden fence with his neighbours Robert and Priscilla Savage, he realised that unless someone wrote down their stories, and the stories of others who could remember how things used to be, they would be lost forever.


When the Evanses moved to Blaxhall in 1948, Robert Savage was sixty-eight and retired, after having been a shepherd all his life. The Savages became family friends, and not surprisingly featured prominently in George’s book Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay, which was first published in 1956. This was the book that established his reputation as a collector of stories from our rural past. Evans wrote not in a nostalgic or romantic way, but in a more matter-of-fact way, because he knew that time never stands still, of how rural life was changing.


The year before my visit to Leiston Quaker Meeting, by chance my wife Belinda had spotted that young Jessica Juby, who had for a time worked as my assistant, was selling a collection of Evans’s books. Her grandfather, Alan Juby, had lived at Reymerston in Norfolk and over a long lifetime built up quite a collection of books about rural life. His brother had kept heavy horses and Alan had driven a lorry for Roger Warnes, a farmer and haulier to whom in my own early career I had sold fertiliser. Belinda bought the books for me for my sixtieth birthday that August.


Reading them strengthened my resolve to write about rural Suffolk. How had things changed since Evans’s day? Would people in their eighties today talk in similar ways to those Evans had interviewed, about the changes they had witnessed over their lifetime? Would they say that although life had become easier, something had been lost, just as those Evans interviewed had told him? And how was the farming world responding to the growing concern about climate change? Was the race to produce more being tempered by a more pragmatic focus on sustainable profitability rather than yield alone?


My attention snapped back to the room in which I was sitting, as the hour of silent worship had come to an end and, as is the tradition, people were shaking hands with those sitting around them. I had not long been a Quaker then, and when as a teenager I’d lived a couple of hundred yards from the Meeting House I’d not dreamed of ever crossing the threshold. But we all change as we journey through life, and I had increasingly felt drawn to the Religious Society of Friends, and became a member by what Quakers call ‘convincement’. This is the term used to describe when someone finds Quaker values and practices congenial enough to apply for membership.


Quakers have a rich history of blending entrepreneurship with social action, and this, together with their more liberal theology, had attracted me. Florence Evans was what is known as a birthright Quaker, born to Quaker parents, and remained in membership throughout her life. Her children had attended the Quaker school at Saffron Walden, and I think that throughout her working life she was a Quaker first and a teacher second.


I was in my mid-teens when one Christmas my parents gave me a copy of Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay. It is described by its publisher, Faber, as ‘a vivid portrait of the rural past of Blaxhall, a remote Suffolk village, in the time before mechanization changed the entire nature of farming, the landscape and rural life for good’. At the time I read the book I was working on farms just a few miles from Blaxhall, and found so much of what Evans had written familiar. I found a resonance between the stories he relayed and my own experience, and discovered that I was working alongside family members of those Evans had interviewed.


Blaxhall is just seven miles from Leiston and the Meeting House, and the farms I had worked on all lay between the two villages. George Ewart Evans had also been a teacher, but increasing deafness forced him to give up his career, and so while Florence was at work in Blaxhall’s school, George was in the schoolhouse looking after their children and, when he could, writing. Today he might be described as a house husband, but back then it was unusual for the woman of the house to be the main breadwinner. This perhaps did little for his self-esteem, but his interest in the past, a natural curiosity and a wish to be a good neighbour led to conversations over the garden fence that grew to become his life’s work as an oral historian.


Paradoxically, his deafness made him a good listener and he wrote down the stories those he met in the village told; stories of a way of life that appeared to have changed little down the centuries. He encouraged people to talk about the past, sharing their memories of times that were fast being forgotten. He was not new to collecting the memories shared by those who lived around him. As a young man during the 1926 General Strike, he had walked with out-of-work miners in the hills above Abercynon, the village where he was born and grew up. I suspect that in both Wales and Suffolk people were more than happy to talk to someone who showed a keen interest in what to them may have seemed unimportant tales from their pasts.


Evans had read classics at university, and as a historian noticed that many of the dialect words his Blaxhall neighbours used had remained unchanged since Chaucer’s day. Later, he recorded many of his interviews, capturing the voices of village men and women as they spoke fondly of what was rapidly becoming a bygone age. He would set his tape machine running, ask one or two open questions, and let them take the conversation where they wanted it to go. The stories he heard were documented in his books.


I married into a local farming family and that autumn morning left my wife visiting her aged parents while I attended the Quaker Meeting in nearby Leiston. My father-in-law, together with neighbouring farmers who were family friends, had been working the land at the time Evans was living at Blaxhall and writing his book. They too talked about the change from horse to small tractor, then to the huge tractors of today; tractors that pull giant ploughs and require hedgerows to be removed so as to create enormous prairie-like fields they can till quickly and efficiently. The very landscape itself had now changed, as well had the lives of those who live and work upon it.


It struck me that day, sitting in Leiston Quaker Meeting, that so much of what I now know and cherish will also have been familiar to Florence Evans. She too will have been familiar with the quaint language and traditions that set Quakers apart from other religious groups. Her husband George was not a Quaker, being I think tolerant though sceptical of his partner’s faith. This is also the case in my own household, where my wife feels no need to spend her Sunday mornings in the company of others, searching for spiritual meaning. My visit to Leiston Quaker Meeting gave me a new sense of connection with Florence Evans and made me even more determined one day to write a book that builds on George’s work.


When I had moved to Needham Market as a small boy and Florence Evans had been my school headmistress, I had no idea that her husband was a writer. Nor did I know that in that same year, 1961, Ask the Fellows had been so well received that it was reprinted and remains in print today. To me Florence was just a nice, friendly headmistress in a school that I, as a rather shy newcomer, was finding rather daunting.


Needham Market had a Quaker Meeting House and was where local Quaker Samuel Alexander had opened Alexander’s Bank in 1744. This and other local banks, including Gurney’s of Norwich, had merged in 1896 to form Barclays Bank. Samuel Alexander, Robert Barclay and Samuel Gurney had also been Quakers. That was the bank branch where my father had come to work. I suspect Florence felt at home being a Quaker in Needham Market.


The primary school, just off Needham Market High Street, had not been a Quaker school. It was situated on a lane called The Causeway, which in this instance was said to be a corruption of ‘the corpseway’, as it was the isolated route along which plague victims had been carried for burial at nearby Barking church. This historic fact used to fascinate me and I would often walk out of the village, past where The Causeway became a track, just as it had all once been, trying to imagine what those funeral processions would have been like. I had a very fertile imagination.


The school was a short walk from the town’s Quaker Meeting House and the values by which Florence lived her life certainly rubbed off on the children she taught. She was a cheerful woman with her grey hair tightly netted and a small bun at the back. I cannot remember any other teachers from those days. I suspect Florence’s calm nature and conviction that she was working for God as well as the local education authority must have made her more memorable than the classroom teachers.


She was never one to raise her voice or lose her temper. I recall one term when we had some visiting Gypsy children in my class. I found them interesting and would play with them. I have always liked people who stand out from the crowd. Other children, however, were less enthusiastic, perhaps having picked up their parents’ prejudices. Florence made every effort to include these outsiders in the life of the school. She would set us tasks, such as finding a particular flower or leaves from the tree in the playground. We’d be sent in twos, with the Gypsy children paired with those she thought would benefit most from getting to know them better. Decades later, I realised that this was probably prompted by the Quaker testimony to equality. It was also one of those pivotal episodes in my early life, when it became inevitable that I too would one day become a Quaker.


When I was thirteen, we left Needham Market. My father was appointed manager at Barclays Bank in Leiston, a small rural town with a rich industrial history. It was here in 1852 that Richard Garrett established Britain’s first purpose-built production line, making steam engines. It was these engines that began the mechanisation of farming and the changes to rural life that George Ewart Evans later wrote about. At its peak Garretts employed 2,500 men at its factory, which was in the middle of the town, opposite Barclays Bank. More than half of its production was exported. By the end of the nineteenth century, Garretts of Leiston was well known all round the world. Today the Long Shop, which housed the production line, is preserved as a museum telling the story of Garretts of Leiston.


In the late 1960s it was customary for Barclays’ managers to live in the flat above the branch. This was no hardship in Leiston, as the bank occupied the front half of a rather grand early Victorian house which had been built by one of the Garrett family, so we had a kitchen and dining room to the rear of the bank, and four bedrooms and a large lounge upstairs. The house had extensive cellars and attics that had once been servants’ quarters. My parents never ventured into the attics, so they quickly became places where my brother and I would play. Compared to the bungalow we had left behind in Needham Market, this house was huge.


Behind the bank was the garden, which must have been around an acre in size. It was surrounded by a high brick wall, the other sides of which were the streets of Victorian terraced houses built to accommodate the Garrett workers. In the middle of the garden there was a large greenhouse, and to one side a barn where the carriages had once been kept. This was where my father kept his Austin Cambridge. A wooden mission church had replaced the stables and was accessed from the road outside. It was a few feet from our kitchen window.


Singing from the mission church was not the only religious activity we overheard. Mr Smith, a local smallholder, was an enthusiastic member of the Plymouth Brethren. Every Saturday he would stand in the square outside the bank and, waving the Bible grasped firmly in his hand, loudly encouraged all who passed by to change their ways and turn to Christ. I would watch and hear him from my bedroom window, which overlooked the square. He had a very loud voice.


My father did not really approve of Mr Smith, preferring the conventionality of Anglican worship at St Margaret’s Church. My parents were regular churchgoers and my father for a time a churchwarden. This he felt was an appropriate role for a bank manager. Status was everything to my father and providing everything appeared to others to be OK, then to him it was OK too. Looking back now, I can see that he went to great lengths to maintain a facade of respectability, which masked his insecurities. He would spend hours on his own, playing Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’ on his piano, with the notes becoming increasingly slurred as he consoled himself with whisky, which inevitably interfered with his fingering on the keyboard.


He sent my brother and me to confirmation classes in the vicarage and, later, I became an altar server at the church. This was something he could talk about, to his customers, colleagues and those seemingly clandestine Lodge friends, for whom he played the organ at their masonic ceremonies. My brother, perhaps because he was younger than me, seemed to quite successfully avoid going anywhere near the church after his confirmation. Our sister was sent to board at a convent school at Ditchingham near Bungay and religion remained part of her life into adulthood.


Just along the road from our home above the bank is the crossroads, where the Quaker Meeting House stands. On the opposite corner is the White Horse Hotel. It was the only place in town where my father felt comfortable going for a drink. He was something of a snob, and to drink in one of the local pubs risked bumping into his customers, whom he preferred to speak to by appointment, in his office at the bank. Often in the small bar of the White Horse there would be just my father and Len the hotel proprietor, a small man with little hair and no evident sense of humour. He and my father would spend evenings together being miserable, with my father drinking and Len slowly profiting from each whisky he poured.


Leiston had seen better days when we arrived in 1968. In the nineteenth century, it had been a booming, prosperous town, but now it was overshadowed by nearby Aldeburgh. The White Horse Hotel had been a coaching inn, and was a convenient place to accommodate the many visitors the success of Garretts was bringing to the town. The railway arrived in the town in 1860, with a spur running from the station down to the Garretts town-centre works. Later it was extended to nearby Aldeburgh, a town that more recently increased in popularity as rapidly as Leiston’s prosperity declined. The Quaker Meeting House was also built at this time, along with many new houses to accommodate the growing workforce.


By the 1960s when we arrived, Garretts were making dry-cleaning and cardboard-box-making machines. Neither were world-class, as the steam engines had been, and while my father was their bank manager Garretts went bust, was sold and the works closed, with many men losing their jobs and pensions. Even the recently built nearby nuclear power station did little to revitalise the local economy, never employing many more than 500 people. To this day, Leiston remains a little down at heel, despite being situated between the popular seaside towns of Southwold and Aldeburgh. Affluence bypassed the town.


I must have walked past the Leiston Quaker Meeting House a thousand times as a teenager. Never once did I think that one day I would go there as a Quaker on a Sunday morning. But that is where I found myself that day, remembering Florence Evans and her husband George. But how did a bank manager’s son become so interested in farming and rural village life? To explain this I need to take you back into to the garden behind Barclays Bank – because that was where it all began.


We’d not lived in Leiston long when I decided I wanted to keep chickens. I liked eggs and my mother made a lot of cakes. She said she’d pay for any eggs my chickens laid, so I did my research and my father agreed to buy me a chicken shed and some hens for my fourteenth birthday. He acquired the shed from a customer who had a smallholding on the edge of the town. It was on iron wheels, and I spent a summer holiday cleaning, repairing and creosoting it.


The only problem was how to get the shed from the smallholding to our garden. My father asked Michael, one of his local farmer customers, if he could help. This he kindly did, and one Saturday morning he fetched it with his tractor, then helped me position it at the far end of the walled garden. Seeing my enthusiasm, he asked if I’d like a weekend job on his farm. He kept pigs and a few suckler cows, and grew sugar beet, wheat and barley. There was always something to do.


Michael then was just thirty years old, although he’d had his own farm since his late teens, so was confident in ways my father could never have been. His farm was a couple of miles away at Knodishall, and his father David’s farm a little closer, on the edge of Leiston itself. Michael’s grandfather William had moved to the area from Cambridgeshire, where he had left his own father’s farm to work as an agricultural contractor, which in the 1920s meant visiting local farms with a Garrett steam tractor and threshing machine. Michael had farming in his blood and was comfortable with his heritage, while my father’s father had worked as a printer’s compositor – working-class roots I think he was keen to forget.


I leaped at the chance of a weekend job and soon became a regular face on the farm. Over the years I learned to drive a tractor, to plough, to hoe sugar beet and to muck out the pigs. I basked in the simplicity of life on the farm and the connection with the natural world that gave me. Yes, my father could shuffle paper and lend the bank’s money, but on the farm success came only when you worked with nature. There was an authenticity and simplicity to working the land that I found satisfying and so much more appealing than banking, which I think was the career my father hoped my brother and I would follow. Simplicity is also another of those Quaker values I think I learned from Florence Evans when I was at school in Needham Market.


Often I would ride with Michael in his grey Bedford van when he went to the hotels in Aldeburgh to collect dustbins full of swill, the scraps that we would feed to the pigs he was fattening on contract for Wall’s. The van had sliding front doors and a three-speed column gear-change. There was only a driver’s seat, so any passengers sat on a grain sack placed upon an upturned wooden crate. In those days, seat belts were fitted but rarely worn.


The pigs were fattened in an open yard between the barn and other outbuildings. Pigs will eat anything, and noisily enjoyed the swill we collected from local hotels and schools each morning. At each stop, full dustbins would be replaced with scrubbed-out empty ones from the day before. They were battered, metal bins and quite heavy when full.


We would unload the van and tip the swill straight over the wall onto the concrete apron that edged the pig yard. We were supposed to boil it first, but rarely bothered. In fact, the boiler was only lit when a Wall’s inspector was calling. The pigs would start screaming excitedly and running around as soon as they heard the van approaching. I don’t think a crowded football stadium can generate the same volume of noise as sixty hungry pigs when they know they’re about to be fed. Watching them jostling and devouring the scrapings from hotel guests’ plates was always interesting. Pigs are intelligent and I think would listen out for the van and be in position by the wall even before it pulled into the farmyard.


As I was the bank manager’s son, I was always invited into the house for lunch on the days I was at the farm. All of the knives, forks and spoons on the table bore the Trusthouse Forte logo. They had been salvaged from the pigswell and recycled. Nothing went to waste in those days. Other people had to pay to eat their food with hotel cutlery; we did it every day, without ever paying a penny. Farmers are always frugal, preferring not to waste anything, so using discarded cutlery was as logical as sitting on an upturned crate in the van rather than buying a van with a passenger seat.


Later, when I passed my driving test, I was allowed to collect the swill on my own. This became a weekly Saturday adventure. I loved driving the old van to Aldeburgh on a summer’s morning with both front doors open. If I floored the accelerator, it might just reach seventy, but only when going downhill. There aren’t many hills in Suffolk!


Soon I was working on other farms too. With Mike and Des Newson, identical twins who farmed behind the church at Aldringham, and also on Blackheath Estate at Park Farm, Friston, where I learned to milk Jersey cows. Unlike Michael’s pigs, which were clamorous and boisterous, focused only on their stomachs, I found the cows to be far gentler and more capable of showing affection.


I would cycle over to help Fred the cowman, and after a few months was trusted to milk the cows alone when Fred had his day off. I came to learn the pecking order which dictated which cows would appear in the cowshed first and over time realised that each also had a different personality. One in particular I’d had to hand milk as she had torn a teat on barbed wire. I’d do this gently, and then apply antibiotic cream to the wound afterwards to help it heal. I like to think she remembered this kindness and would come over to be stroked whenever I was out in the fields, calling the cows in to be milked.


The cowman on Blackheath Estate was the first farm worker I really got to know. Unlike Michael, he was not his own boss, but one of the many men working on a large estate. I remember being surprised by how readily he deferred to the farm manager, from whom he would accept orders without question. Getting to know Fred gave me an insight into the lifestyle and attitudes of people like those that George Ewart Evans wrote about in Ask the Fellows and his other books.


Fred and his wife and daughter occupied a tied cottage by the road at the top of the farm drive. In the cottage next door lived Clive, a younger man, who drove a tractor and sometimes also helped with the cows. Later Clive worked for Henry Greenfield at Leiston, and then for himself, with a smallholding at Common Farm. This was as close as most ever got to farming in their own right as land then, as now, was prohibitively expensive and so out of reach.


Fred was thin, but strong in a sinewy way. His life was shaped by his diabetes, so he would break off from milking to eat a couple of biscuits if he felt his blood sugar level was becoming dangerously low. His wife was as fat as Fred was thin – not obese, just well-rounded and jolly. They had a daughter, Cindy, and Fred also had a lady friend in Ipswich he visited each week on his one day away from the farm. Being a teenager, I used to assume that Fred was enjoying a wild romance on his days off that his wife tolerated to keep the family together, but I may have been completely mistaken. But I can still see him in my mind’s eye, in his pale-blue Austin A40 Farina, freshly shaved and wearing his blue beret, nosing the car out of the farmyard gate down the road towards Ipswich.


Most of the farmworkers had been there for generations. Sons almost always joined their fathers on the estate and daughters either entered service in the big house or worked casually on the farms until they married. Nobody moved far and it came as no surprise when reading Ask the Fellows to learn that of the 250 people living in Blaxhall in the 1950s, one in five had the family name Ling. There were Lings working on Blackheath Estate too, who I am sure were related as Blaxhall was just five miles away.


It was while working at Blackheath Estate that I discovered George Ewart Evans. Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay was the first of his books that I read. It had been written perhaps fifteen years earlier and, because I knew the area so well, really captivated me.


So much of what I had experienced fell into place when I read his books. It gave me a sense of belonging, and perhaps context, which I think had previously been missing in my life. I was after all a bank manager’s son, with all the opportunities middle-class life has to offer. Those who lived and worked on the farms seemed to be content to have little, travel little and expected nothing more than that things would continue as they were. But things were changing and, in many ways, what in the 1950s had been a gentle evolution, by the 1970s had become a rapid transformation that could never be reversed.


When I turned nineteen, I went to agricultural college and then spent ten years selling fertiliser to farmers. Here again I came to know people who lived very similar lives to those I knew in Suffolk. Norfolk, where I first worked, also had a mix of large country estates and small family farms. In those days, the agricultural merchants I worked with were mostly family firms, but over my decade in the agricultural supply industry those small companies were gradually replaced by international grain-trading operations, with their own ships. Later in my career I sold mobile homes, and then following redundancy spend thirty years working for myself, helping charities and social enterprises grow their income.


I still visit Michael, the farmer who brought my chicken shed over and gave me a weekend job. He has been my father-in-law now for more than forty years. He retired a few years ago and the farm he rented is now cropped by contractors, working for the estate of which it always formed a part. I became part of the rural Suffolk landscape that Evans wrote about so well. I realised that morning, sitting in the silence of the Quaker Meeting House, that as my own retirement approaches, it is perhaps time to revisit rural Suffolk and my past, and explore how our past might help us shape our future.
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HERE IS A CYCLE to life as it passes down the generations: we are conceived, born, raised, work, marry, have families, grow old and die. The natural world around us remains a constant to be discovered afresh as each new generation starts to explore the world beyond the childhood home.


We start our lives drinking milk, wheat makes our daily bread and wool keeps us warm. These things have not changed over the centuries, but our relationship with them has. The men and women George Ewart Evans interviewed had an intimate connection with these basics, but today we simply buy them often without a thought as to where they come from.


The people Evans wrote about drank milk that came from cows they saw grazing in the fields around their village of Blaxhall. They knew the shepherds who tended the flocks of sheep that provided the wool their mothers, sisters and wives knitted into the clothes they wore. And as children, they had gleaned the fields, picking up ears of wheat left behind after the harvest. The village miller turned these into flour that was baked into bread in every cottage.


Today we buy our milk and bread from the supermarket and, as often as not, the clothes we wear are made from man-made fibres, woven and sewn in countries thousands of miles from our own. Will this continue to be the way? Many rediscovered the joy of baking bread during the 2020 pandemic and climate change is prompting us to return to wearing natural fibres, rather than those derived from oil and gas.


Change is a constant in our lives and always has been, but what can we take from the experience of those who lived before us, for whom community meant the people who lived around them, rather than those they connect with online?










Milk
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ONE THING THAT SETS us apart from other mammals is that once weaned, many of us continue to drink milk throughout our lives. Obviously, our mothers can only feed us for so long, which is why people have been keeping cows for thousands of years. When milking machines were developed in the early years of the twentieth century it became feasible to keep cows in large numbers on farms. Until then, dairy herds were small, perhaps fewer than a dozen cows, because hand milking each cow in turn took time. In the UK today there are at any one time nearly 2 million dairy cows. Cattle were brought to Britain by the Normans and selective breeding over the centuries has reached a point where a dairy cow today will typically produce 7,900 litres of milk each year. To put that into perspective, one of those articulated petrol tankers you see on the road carries the equivalent of four and half cows’ annual milk production.


My interest in milk strengthened in the late 1960s, when I took a Saturday job milking cows at Park Farm, Friston, which forms part of Blackheath Estate, a vast tract of land that stretches along the north bank of the River Alde on the Suffolk coast. It reaches from Aldeburgh to Snape, and was enlarged in 1885 when the landowner Thomas Vernon-Wentworth bought the adjoining Friston Estate.


While most dairy herds at that time were black-and-white Friesians, a high-yielding breed first imported from Holland in the 1880s, Blackheath Estate kept a herd of Jersey cows. Jerseys are best known for producing milk high in butterfat. They are smaller than other breeds, but literally punch above their weight, having a reputation among stockmen for being feisty and quick to lash out with a hind leg when annoyed. But my experience was that, if treated well, they were quite docile and sometimes even affectionate, although I did get kicked a few times, particularly if a cow did not know that I was about to attach the milking machine.


At Park Farm, the cows were tethered in the cowshed, which held thirty cows at a time, in two rows either side of a central walkway. An airline ran above the cows’ heads, and it was into this that we plugged the rubber hose from the milking machine. When attached to the cow, the pulsating cups would extract the milk, which accumulated in the round stainless-steel pail that formed the base. When each cow had been milked, we emptied the pail into the churns lined up against the wall. A funnel with a paper filter was used to catch any impurities that had found their way into the milk.


When full, the churns were rolled to the dairy at the end of the milking shed, lifted onto the cooler, and a rotating stainless-steel paddle, through which ice-cold water would circulate, was placed into the churn to lower the temperature. When cooled, the churns were rolled outside and lifted onto a concrete slab, the same height as the bed of the lorry that came each day to collect them. There was a knack to lifting the churns, which contained ten gallons of milk and when full weighed more than a hundredweight. The secret was to lift, then push with one knee to swing the churn up onto the loading platform. I was younger and taller than the cowman Fred and so found this easier than he did.


Looking back, I realise that there were no checks made of the temperature to which the milk was cooled, and in summer, the churns would sit outside in the full evening sun, then overnight until the lorry called at around ten o’clock the next morning. But the milk was to be pasteurised before delivery to people’s doorsteps and, unlike today, the temperature at which milk was stored didn’t seem to matter.


George Ewart Evans also knew quite a bit about cows. Although best remembered as an oral historian, writing down the stories his friends and neighbours told him of how life had been when they were growing up in rural East Suffolk, one of his earliest childhood chores was to milk the family cow. His writing and life in rural Suffolk were informed by his own childhood experience of his family keeping a cow, as well as by the interviews he conducted.


Today most cows live on a farm, but a hundred years ago the Evans family were far from alone in keeping a cow in their backyard. This would probably have been a Welsh Black, a dual-purpose breed, good for both milking and beef. In the early years of the last century most cattle kept were of breeds local to the area. In Suffolk that was the Red Poll, which had evolved in the early nineteenth century as a cross between the earlier Suffolk Dun and its larger neighbour, the Norfolk Red. From the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as farming became more intensive, higher-yielding breeds such as the Friesian became more popular. Today those indigenous breeds are largely only kept by rare-breed enthusiasts, with the Jersey and Guernsey perhaps being exceptions.


Most of the milk produced by house cows was consumed by the family, either drunk raw or used to make butter and cheese. Consuming raw milk, something I did throughout my late teens, is not without its risks. Talking with Blaxhall historian Rodney West, I learned that Evans had contracted tuberculosis in the early 1950s while living in Blaxhall, from the milk delivered each morning to his doorstep by Fred Mayhew, the village milkman. The practice then was to bottle milk from a farm in the village, bypassing the pasteurisation that a commercial dairy would have employed before delivering milk to each customer’s doorstep. Fortunately antibiotics quickly cleared up the disease.


A hundred years ago, a cow would typically yield around 4,000 litres of milk each year, so about half what they do today, but this was still more than enough to supply a large family with all they needed. Charles Hancy, who was born in 1899, described to Evans how his mother carried milk from their family cow round Bungay each morning. People did not have a fridge in those days, so would buy just what they needed that day, perhaps just half a pint. His mother charged just a penny a pint, so the money she made was hard earned. Charles and his sisters would milk eight cows before they went to school each morning, fetching them from the common outside Bungay where the family lived, then, after milking, taking them back out again to graze.


The Evans family cow was kept in a stable behind the shop his father owned in the Glamorgan mining village of Abercynon. In his autobiography Evans wrote about how much of a chore it was to look after the family cow, taking her out from the shop each morning to graze, then walking her back again to be milked in the afternoon. This had been his older brother Gordon’s job until he was called up. Evans was born in 1909, and his brother Gordon in 1901, so Gordon must have been called up in the closing months of the First World War. Evans would have been no older than nine when asked to look after the family cow. I was fourteen before I first milked a cow; Evans started far younger.


When Evans wrote his autobiography The Strength of the Hills, the stories of his childhood were dominated by memories of the family shop being forced to close in the mid-1920s – a casualty of the recession that saw unemployment soar to nearly 30 per cent in the Welsh mining villages.


However, he did describe something of the importance of the family cow elsewhere, in his novel The Voices of the Children, a story about a Welsh shopkeeper and his family. ‘Outside were the stables, the big warehouse and the cart shed. There were two stalls in the stable: one for the horse and one for the cow. There were three regular customers for milk. We only had one cow, and we used most of the milk ourselves, selling only what was left over.’ 1 The shop where Evans grew up is still trading today, and when I visited it in 2019 you could still see what would have once been the stable and cart shed to the rear.


In a subsequent passage in the novel, he continued, ‘The first customer supplied with milk was Mrs Thomas, the teacher’s wife. She was always tidily dressed, even in the morning. Her hair was in a net, and she spoke a little like Cardiff people.’ This illustrated well how as a writer he drew on personal experience, even when writing fiction. He had been married to Florence for more than ten years when he wrote The Voices of the Children, and she, like Mrs Thomas, was married to a teacher (and was a teacher herself). When I knew her in the early 1960s, she also wore her hair in a net with a small bun, although, as a Londoner, she certainly did not speak with a Cardiff accent, Received Pronunciation being what was then expected of schoolteachers.


As you would expect, when a family kept a cow it almost inevitably became something of a pet. After all, it probably slept behind the house and kept you supplied with fresh milk for much of the year. The Evans’s cow Daisy was, from what he wrote, quite strong-willed and had a tendency to escape from where she had been put to graze, to search out richer pastures. Evans described in his autobiography how he sometimes had to fetch her from the allotments behind the village where she was eating cabbages. This bovine wanderlust eventually led to her downfall. ‘At last Daisy’s wanderings came to a sad end,’ Evans wrote. ‘One day she broke down the fence and grazed for a long time on the lush growth down by the river. She got blown and had to be killed by the local butcher. I cannot remember my feelings at the time, but mother was very upset.’ 2


My father-in-law Michael kept a small herd of dairy cows at Church Farm, Blythburgh, in the 1950s, and not only were they sometimes treated as family pets, but many were also named after family members. This trend was started when a distant relative, Bert Latham, offered to buy Michael a cow shortly after he took on the tenancy in 1955. Then just seventeen, he was grateful for the gift, and happily complied with Bert’s wish that the cow be named after his wife, May. After Michael married in 1958 he named one cow Winnie, after his mother-in-law, another after his wife Judy, and finally a new-born calf was named Belinda, after his daughter who is now my wife. The farm had fields on both sides of the main A12 road and even before she started school, Belinda would help her father take the cows across the road. Michael would stop the traffic, and Belinda would open the gate to release the cows. You could do that in the early 1960s, when there was much less traffic than there is today.


These stories only came to light when I found Michael’s Register of Milk Records, an official-looking brown folder containing a page for each cow, upon which the milk recorder would carefully write down the milk yield measured on their monthly visit to the farm. Michael told me that at first, his milking parlour did not have electricity, so the vacuum pump for the milking machines was powered by an old Lister petrol engine and oil lamps provided lighting on dark winter mornings. Blackheath Estate had a similar Lister engine in their cowshed as a standby, which I can remember being used one day when I had accidentally taken down the overhead power line to the cowshed with the front loader on a Fordson Super Major tractor.
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