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Spring





I’M A DAIRY FARMER and I live and farm in a particularly beautiful part of the country. People often say how lucky I am to live around here and that I probably take it for granted.


A day never passes when I don’t appreciate what I have around me, and in some ways this book offers an opportunity to share how and where I live and what I see about me. I see myself as a privileged spectator, observing what goes on among the people, wildlife, the animals I live and work with and a countryside that I cherish.


I work long hours, often on repetitive work and watching wildlife is often a welcome distraction. I’ve got this mobile hide that I use as a vantage point. It’s very unobtrusive; birds and animals have become used to seeing it about, it’s got glass all around, it’s green so it blends in and it’s called a tractor.


It’s a life and death struggle for the wildlife out there. You can watch something flourish but there’s usually a predator lurking in the background. When I see an aggressive species gaining the upper hand I long to intervene, to provide some balance. Balance is a theme I will return to often.


And then there are the people. Sometimes I use the tractor to creep up on them as well. The people around here have changed beyond belief as more seek to live in this sort of area.


There was a time, when driving the tractor through the village, that if I saw a stranger I would slow down and stare at them. These days I can see lots of people I don’t know but they all seem to know each other and they’re staring at me.


Thirty or forty years ago, there were a couple of farms within the village and the movement of stock and farm vehicles within the village was an everyday occurrence. The farms are gone now, and the buildings have become homes.


I kept a flock of sheep for many years and their summer grazing was the other side of the village, and we had to bring them home regularly for shearing and dipping. Farming life is full of ironies and sheep are particularly adept at irony. They used to graze a succession of fields, the furthest parts of which were nearly a mile away from the roadside gate. The sheep would be in what an auctioneer would describe as ‘flock ages’, meaning that at one end of the scale you would have the young fit ewes you had bought the previous autumn – yearling ewes – and at the other end you would have the old granny ewes.


Sheep are a bit like humans: the young ones could go drinking and dancing all night, the old ones are getting a bit broad in the beam, starting to lose their teeth, and are definitely unfit. The irony was that when you went to fetch the flock home, the yearling ewes all seemed to be close to the road while the old ewes would be at the other end of their range.


I would put the dog around, very gently, but the effect was always the same, a breakneck gallop to the road, the old ewes trying to keep up with their lambs, who thought all this was great fun. When you opened the gate, the yearling ewes would be off down the road.


Eventually, out through the gate would come the granny ewes, puffing and blowing. There was nothing cruel about this, but if you’re 65 you shouldn’t go jogging with 18-year-olds.


By the time we would get to the village some of the old ewes would be starting to struggle. Just when you had about 10 cars behind you, some of them would flop down in the road for a rest.


This would present a dilemma, but there were sanctuaries you could use. We used to pop half a dozen into the school playground, a couple in the phone box and local people would recognise whose they were and know that you’d be back with the van to pick them up later. These days the RSPCA would be there long before you could get back with the van.


The sheep have long gone. I kept the land on for a few years and used to graze my in-calf heifers there. I used to walk them there in the spring and back in the autumn. When you are taking heifers through the village, past an open plan garden, and they’ve been shut in a building all winter and there’s a nice bite of grass on somebody’s lawn, they can take a bit of getting off and back on to the road. The heifer that’s gone into the greenhouse can take a bit longer.


I used to know the names of all the children who attended the village school and names of all the young mums who took them there. I don’t any more. Times change. There was a time when I used to take 15 children to swimming class in a Morris Oxford, with three in the boot, and only two were mine. I don’t do that any more either.
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AT LONG last, a friend has come to set some mole traps in the garden. I’ve tried to catch them with little success (well, none really) and my grandsons complain that the molehills spoil the football and that cricket is completely out of the question.


We’ve now caught one, but there are three new areas of mole activity. The dog tries to help by digging for them but this doesn’t help the sporting activity and as far as I know, he’s less successful than me.


Next time I buy a lawnmower I will have one with a blade on the front like a bulldozer to level the molehills.


Round here they are called ‘unts’ (moles, that is) and a molehill is called an unty tump.
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THERE has been a lot of publicity recently about farmers being subsidised with what is called a single farm payment. The publicity centred on the fact that the money was due at the end of last year but the Government, for a variety of reasons, had failed to pay it out until recently. Without labouring the late-payment problem, the publicity it generated did flag up the subsidy issue and, as a farmer, I was on the end of quite a lot of teasing about receiving hand-outs, particularly from people involved in other businesses. Most of the teasing was thinly veiled sarcasm; I’m quite good at sarcasm myself but resisted the temptation, because deep down I would prefer not to receive this money. I would rather receive adequate returns from the market place, but I don’t.


Historically, money was directed towards the production of food, resulting in the food mountains that have long gone and now exist only in the minds of some politicians.


We are now paid to look after the countryside and the environment, which we do, and I hope that something of my own caring and responsibility comes across in this book. The reality is that few farm businesses would survive without this money. My milk at the moment is worth about 17½p a litre. Ten years ago it was worth 25p. Ironically, milk prices are under huge pressure at the moment and are likely to go down even further.


We produce broiler chicken here as well as milk. I love to see a new batch of chicks running about on nice, clean sawdust. When they are ready to go you can hardly walk between them. I would like to be able to reduce stocking density but if I did we couldn’t compete with imports. A friend of mine criticises the way we rear our poultry yet enthuses about being able to buy a ready-cooked chicken for £3.


I have to go to London on the train about once a month and there’s a farm we pass that hasn’t been ‘farmed’ for several years. To start with, it looked like several fields of dead grass and weeds; now it’s all briars and thorn bushes. Soon it will be an impassable eyesore. I don’t think the public want that.


In the pub one night, a local garage owner was waxing eloquent about farmers’ payments. I kept my own counsel but couldn’t help thinking that if I could have for my milk what I was getting 10 years ago, and he was charging for his petrol what he was getting 10 years ago and all the other products I buy were at the same level, he could have my single farm payment with pleasure.
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WE’VE GOT quite a lot of cats about this farm. There are two that are sort of house cats that live in a utility room. We can call on these two if we get any unwelcome furry visitors with long tails in the house, which old farmhouses often do.


And there are the other cats. I don’t know how many there are, they seem to come and go. Two years ago, there were 22. We give them milk every day, so that’s when I count them.


I prefer to think of them as feral cats because farm assurance seems to think I should care for them. You can’t touch them because they never come near enough. I suspect that if you did, you could lose some fingers.


There’s a beautiful grey, half-grown kitten that lives up with the young calves. I give it food and milk every day because I would like to tame it, catch it and give it to my granddaughter for a pet. Most of them are ginger, a legacy of a ferocious ginger tomcat that used to visit here at one time. If you met him in a doorway he would snarl at you and it would be a question of who had the bottle to keep going. I don’t like the ginger cats because they remind me of him.


We’ve got a couple of tabby cats. One is very old with a bent ear but she’s always working away. We’ve got four or five nice black ones as well. What we haven’t got are rats. We used to have a lot of wrens about but I suspect the cats have had them as well.


Then there are the dogs. If not on farming duties, the dogs busy themselves keeping the cats busy. We have a bearded collie who was brought to work the cattle and he can do the whole thing, the outrun, the fetch and the pen, but only with cats. He spends his day working with the cats. The cats, for their part, being fiercely independent, take very little notice of him. So when he thinks he’s got a couple cornered up in a ‘pen’, it’s only because that’s where those particular cats have decided to go. Sometimes he is joined by Mert our border collie and when I hear prolonged barking and I go to investigate, it is always because a new cat or a new kitten has turned up.


It has always intrigued me that the dogs can differentiate between new cats and their regular cats. At night, the corgi lives in the kitchen, the bearded collie runs loose (I wouldn’t be that bothered if he ran away) and the border collie is chained up. Dogs are a bit like young boys, leave them to their own devices and they will get up to mischief.


The border collie lives in what used to be a henhouse situated in what used to be a walled kitchen garden. He has a nice long chain so he can go into the henhouse or quite a way outside. In the summer, wet or dry, he sleeps outside. Last week, I tidied up his shed and gave him a thick wad of nice clean straw to sleep on. Next morning, when it was still very dark, I went to release him to come with me to fetch the cows. He had made himself a cosy nest in the straw and at first glance in the torchlight he looked a lot bigger than usual.


The reason? There, curled up with him in the same warm hollow, were three black cats. They were so close together that you couldn’t tell where the cats finished and the dog started. An hour later there was a standoff between a collection of dogs and a collection of cats around the milk dish. Confrontation by day, cuddles at night, bit like being married.
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I HAVEN’T seen the keeper for about a month; he’s been busy with the lambing at the farm where he works full-time. But that’s all finished now and he’s done his spring sowing so his zest and enthusiasm are focused back on to his part-time job as a gamekeeper.


We have a meeting planned today, Saturday morning. Every year I allow him to grow two acres of game cover on my land and today we meet to decide if I will allow the arrangement to continue, and for how much.


He’s fairly confident on the continuation issue but the cost is a bit more sensitive. I often think that members of shooting syndicates expect the shoot to run on a shoestring.


Shooting is very expensive anyway but I had a theory when I played rugby that whatever it cost to go on some trip or other would actually cost you double that, because your wife would spend the same amount on herself and, in reality, there wasn’t much you could say about it. I am sure that the same applies to shooting.


‘How much rent will you want this year?’


I’m straight to the main issue, I haven’t time to hang about today as my Discovery has a poorly clutch and I’m in my son’s car and he’s off to play rugby at 11 o’clock. ‘I want £1,000 up-front and a 200-bird day’s shooting for me and my friends.’


I get one of his thin smiles. That’s way over the top but people say I have a very convincing style when it comes to winding them up. We eventually agree on £100 more than last year. He doesn’t seem over-pleased but I’m sure the shoot expected to pay more, so why disappoint them?


That done, he moves on.


‘We were foxing last night and I reckon there were over 40 of your hares in that wood.’


I’ve seen hares about, but not that many.


‘Tom Lewis was standing in that corner by the stile and there were 18 went past him.’


Now I know the Tom Lewis in question, and his tendency to exaggerate, so there were probably four or five.


‘You like your hares and I keep an eye on them for you.’


Slowly but surely they’ve become ‘my’ hares – and it’s true, I do like them. It’s just that I suspect that if another tenant complains to the keeper about hare damage they will be Roger Evans’ hares that are causing the trouble.


‘Many foxes about?’ I ask innocently.


‘A few.’


Strange that he knows, or he reckons he knows, exactly how many hares there are about, but he’s not going to tell me how many foxes they shot.




[image: ]





I WAS PUTTING some fertiliser on the winter wheat the other day and I spotted a tiny leveret scuttling along on an adjacent tramline.


When we drill a field we miss drills on a regular basis so that we have somewhere to drive the tractor in subsequent operations without damaging the crop.


Leverets travel down these tramlines; scuttle is the right word because they travel flat to the ground, trying to keep out of sight.


As I watched, a buzzard swooped in and carried the unfortunate leveret away in one easy motion. Left me a bit sad really, but life and death are all around in the springtime. I’ve seen this happen before, but never this close.


Spring has finally burst upon us in just a few days. We suffered a really raw day with a biting east wind and temperatures stuck at three degrees centigrade and the next day it was 18 degrees. In just a few days since then I have seen my first swallow, my first house martin and heard the cuckoo. There is a suggestion within the family that I hear the cuckoo all year round.


Nothing epitomises spring more than the sound of larks on a sunny day. We are well blessed with larks around here and in the last few days of warm weather they have really been making up for lost time.
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SOMETIMES I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Given the choice I prefer to laugh - there’s plenty to make you cry as a dairy farmer - so when something is within your own remit, a chuckle is better than tears. I was moving some dry cows in a trailer. They’d just completed lactation and were now going off for a couple of months to our other land. A couple of months to recuperate, replenish body reserves, off concrete on to a nice grassy field, a time, as it were, to use my grandchildren’s jargon, to chill out. Because the lane is a bit narrow where I was dropping them off, I have to park the trailer at right angles to the gateway so that as the cows come out of the trailer they have to turn 90 degrees into the field. This shouldn’t be any big deal; with me standing in a strategically suitable place and the sight of a grassy field in the other direction, it should be, grandchildren jargon again, a no-brainer. The only slight negative to this carefully planned scenario is that there are already nine in-calf heifers in the field.


As I pull up they are all lying down at the far end of the field so that shouldn’t be a problem. As I park up, the cows in the trailer, three of them, decide to re-establish some sort of pecking order. This apparently involves a lot of pushing and shoving, probably a bit of a fight, and lots and lots of clatter and an element of trailer bouncing.


If you are an in-calf heifer lying down, chewing your cud, this sort of commotion is irresistible, so you jump smartly to your feet and race up the field to the gate just as fast as you can. Getting the cows out of the trailer is now just a bit more difficult.


There is an unavoidable sequence to events now. I have to open the field gate first whatever I do, and then run smartly to the trailer, let down the tailboard, open the two stock gates within the trailer and get back into my strategic position just as quickly as I can. Alas, smartly and quickly are not smartly and quickly enough and two of the in-calf heifers are out of the field and away into the distance.


People sometimes ask me what it’s like getting old. Well, it’s OK just as long as you don’t try to run anywhere. So I’ve got two heifers about a hundred yards away now and seven heifers and three dry cows in the field and quite a dilemma. But help is at hand. Under the tailboard of the trailer is Mert my border collie.


He just loves moving cattle in the trailer and at loading and unloading, he is always under the ramp. Apparently, this is a good place from which to bite a wayward ankle; mostly it is cattle ankles but it could just as easily be mine. So eager is he to get under the trailer that there’s a good chance he could get run over one day but that’s his problem.


But now is his big chance to shine and he takes it. ‘Get on by Mert,’ I cry, pointing down the lane at the two disappearing heifers. And he does, he does get on by, he goes into the field and fetches the other 10 cattle as well. The only plus here is that they set off in the same direction as the other two.


The first two heifers are out of sight now but Mert is still my only chance unless I start to make frantic mobile phone calls home for help. Not keen to admit that I can’t unload three cows into a field on my own I try once more: ‘Get on by Mert’.


And once again he does. He’s off down the lane, past the big bunch and out of sight after the other two. Moments later they are all coming back towards me, the two that caused the trouble at some speed, high-stepping it like Welsh cobs at a show. Obviously there’s been a bit of ankle-nipping going on. Into the field and shut the gate, job done.


My relief is huge. The next junction down the lane is a place we call Five Turnings, for fairly obvious reasons. Goodness knows where they would all have ended up if they’d got that far.


The fuss I make of the dog is at a level he’s not experienced before and he’s so grateful that, returning home, he tries to sit on my lap instead of his usual place between the two front seats, and I can’t get the seat belt around the two of us.


But it’s not quite ‘job done’ – there’s another load of four cows to move yet. This time I take a bit more care. I back the trailer a bit nearer to the gate so that I have a bit less of a gap to cover. The cattle already in the field are by the gate but I think I’ve got everything covered. Mert is in his usual place under the trailer. I open the gate and leap to the trailer ramp. On the previous occasion opening the trailer smartly wasn’t quick enough. This time my ‘leap’ is lacking in speed as well, because without a word from me the dog is into the field and has the 12 cattle out on the road quicker than I can say the F word.


With an air of resignation I let the four cows out of the trailer to join them. At least I have them all in the same place, even if it’s the wrong place. And the dog? He’s away down the lane, still unbidden, and fetches all the cattle back with an air of self-satisfaction.


There’s 16 cattle in this group now and it takes some bottle for a dog to pass them in a narrow lane, stop them, turn them and bring them back. I know that, the dog knows that, and he presents himself for the fuss he’d had at the previous incident with some pride.


He gets his reward and, as I drive back, I look across at him and wonder just who is in charge here. I’m still not sure of the answer. I get back into the yard.


‘Everything OK?’ my son asks.


‘Yes fine.’ I don’t tell anyone I’ve just been on an adventure.
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THE CALVES being born here now were fathered by the Belgian Blue bull we bought last year. There is a good demand for this beef-cross calf, so we are hoping the revenue will help to alleviate milk prices, which are on the downward slide.


We try to give all our calves a good start in life. They spend the first 24 hours with their mum and then they are put with all the other fresh-calved cows in our loose-housed shed, where there is plenty of room and nice fresh straw to lie on twice a day.


In theory, they can stay here for several days if they behave themselves and it is luxury living while it lasts. It’s the nearest they will get to post-natal care with BUPA.


Twice a day these cows go down to the parlour to be milked and it can be very difficult parting calves from mums to achieve this, especially if half the cows in the group think it’s their calf.


Having persuaded the cows out of the shed, you have to persuade the calves to stay there. But usually this can be done because it’s a natural instinct for a calf to go and lie on its own while its mother isn’t about. This can be a real problem when calves are born outside in the summer, as they will secrete themselves away in clumps of nettles and the like and you can spend ages looking for them.


Anyway, with luck the calves in the shed will go and lie by the walls until mother returns from the milking parlour, which will be only 15 minutes or so. If they go and lie quietly, you can file the mothers back there uninterrupted after being milked. But it doesn’t always work like that. Sometimes, at a signal I cannot detect, four or five calves will kick their heels up, frolic around the shed a couple of times and then it’s off down the yard at a hundred miles an hour causing chaos everywhere they go. It’s then that they get taken from mother.


We had a good calf that would go and lie down at milking time, its mother would leave it for the short time without any fuss, and so it stayed there for about a week and grew and thrived. One day I went to get the group of cows to milk them and there was no sign of the calf. The mother was lying there chewing her cud, completely content. I walked around the shed again – there are 40 cows in this group, so I could have missed it. But experience told me where it was. I got the cow up and there was the calf, cosy and warm, flat and dead. Mother had been sitting on top of it like a broody hen trying to hatch some eggs. Sometimes animals will contrive to die despite your best efforts.


We had a cow once that lay on three calves in succession; she’d killed them as soon as they were born and before we ever saw them alive.
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WHEN WE came to live here, in 1964, there was a man living in one of the cottages who had worked on the farm for 47 years.


He used to tell me that his first job here, with others, was to construct a grass tennis court by the farmhouse. They had to excavate by hand into the sloping garden and then work a fine tilth on a nearby field and cart the top two or three inches of fine soil back with horse and cart to create the seedbed they needed.


If ever you read that fine book Farmer’s Glory by A G Street, you will find that the playing of tennis was an important part of the life of a yeoman farmer, whose lifestyle brought them close to the leisured classes.


This was quite readily achieved if you had lots of staff and paid them just enough, but only just. We’ve never used this part of our lawn as a tennis court but it has seen lots of use as a football pitch and I have constructed goalposts at one end so that my grandsons can practise their goal-kicks for rugby, as well.


This year, large parts of the lawn resemble a war zone, as the lawn has been taken over by moles. The trouble is, I’ve never been any good at catching them. Until this week, the only mole I have ‘caught’ for years was when I spent the whole of a sunny evening sitting in the garden reading the Sunday papers with a shotgun in my lap.


I’ve tried all sorts of traps, smoke bombs, pills, windmills in bottles, the lot. Expert mole-catchers use traps but they never worked for me.


My heifers are away on another farm and the manager there is always catching moles successfully. Eventually, the lure of a can of cider and £5-a-mole brought him to our garden.


He surveyed the scene of destruction quite nonchalantly and then found a run along the wall at one side and another along the fence and he put two traps down.


I couldn’t see how he detected these runs but it was done in no time at all. Next morning there was a mole in each trap so I re-laid them and the next day there were two more.


I’ve not caught one for several days now but there are still new molehills every morning, albeit at a reduced level of activity.


I had a man working here many years ago who was good at catching moles. He claimed to know something of a mole’s psyche. He had a theory that it was impossible to catch a mole in the normal course of events; they were too clever and could easily detect a trap. You could catch them only when they were running away and a mole will run away only from mating and fighting. He didn’t use the word mating; he used another word, a word that connected with fighting as an example of alliteration. He didn’t know that alliteration existed but it had a certain eloquence to it. How he knew all that, goodness only knows. We can see what the birds of the air and the beasts of the field get up to, but what goes on underground is more of a mystery.


It wasn’t for me to tell him he’d made it all up – the way he told it, it was a good story and anyway, he could catch moles.


I had a good look at the first one I caught. They are quite remarkable little creatures, their little ‘hands’ able to dig away all that soil. I bear them no ill will; it’s just that I don’t need them on my lawn.


Truth be told, we don’t need them in fields, either. Too many molehills in a field and your silage can be contaminated with soil and the cattle can die of listeria. Not a lot going for it, really, old mole.
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THERE ARE only two sounds to be heard at this time of the morning. The most obvious one is the non-stop tinkling of the cow bell attached to my brown Swiss cow.


It’s a constant in our lives now; you can hear it as you go out of the kitchen door, ringing to the cow’s slightest movement, even, it seems, as she breathes.


I like to hear it, but my wife thinks it’s cruel. ‘What,’ she says, ‘if the cow doesn’t like a bell ringing around her neck night and day, 24/7?’ She has a point, and I may take it off and put it on another cow to give her a break.


There’s another noise and I like to hear that as well – the sound of barn owls hunting. If you see one close to, even if it is stuffed and in a case, you wonder if you ever saw such beautiful plumage.


Some people around here call owls ‘hullards’. I’ve no idea why – perhaps it’s a sort of dialect name – but it doesn’t stop there. If your name is Howells, and there are a goodly number of Howells about this area, Jimmy Howells, for example, can end up being called Jimmy Hullard!


I used to be in a group of pheasant shooters and one of the members used to bring a guest regularly who was ultra-conscious of a step he mistakenly thought he had taken up the social ladder, and he used to attach an ‘H’ to all sorts of words as he tried to posh himself up.


We would often see owls when we shot away in the woods. The first time he saw one it was a ‘howl’, and that’s what they all became after that.


Just to complete the bird theme, when my brother first started school there were two girls in his class who caught his eye, one called Hazel Pigeon and one called Hazel Dove. He thought they were sisters. But then life has always been a struggle for him.
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IT IS OFTEN brought home to me the strange phenomena of people in towns and cities who don’t talk to each other. They may not know them, but surely they see the same people every day on the same train, so what’s the problem?


Talking to the people I meet daily is an important part of my life and I struggle to imagine a life without it.


But sometimes it can be a bit of a nuisance if you are in a rush. Once, memorably, I was sent into our small local town on Christmas Eve to get some chestnuts. I came back three hours later with one chestnut!


This week I had a similar experience. I’ve been busy with my dairy co-op work lately and although a recent day involved a drive to the top end of Lancashire, there were a couple of jobs of my own I needed to do before I went.


So I set off a couple of hours early and my first stop was the shoe shop. The shop keeper is in his late 60s, owns three or four shops, does a bit of farming, and is a third-generation cobbler and proud of it.


I drew his attention to the black shoes I was wearing with a broken shoelace and a sole showing a bit of a gap from the upper.


We had a bit of banter about the shoes still being under guarantee, but eventually he told me to get them off while he put soles and heels on them.


I pulled up a chair and watched him at his work. It took him about 40 minutes and in this time we had a good chat about farming and shoe-mending.


He told me how he spent most of his National Service mending army boots. He still has examples about his shop of footwear of yesteryear, including those old football boots with leather nail-in studs, and hob-nail boots for a small child, all of which he made himself.


I’m always telling him he should make more of this memorabilia with a small display area within the shop but he doesn’t seem to be motivated to do that.


Throughout his life he envied farmers, thinking they made a fortune, so he bought two farms. He’s not found it as easy as he thought, but he still thinks he’s missing a trick somewhere.


Job done, I drove a couple of hundred yards up the street to get my new glasses. There was a time when my glasses were quite safe within the breast pocket of my shirt, where they lived with my mobile phone. I seem to have several shirts now without this important accessory and my glasses became seriously damaged in my trouser pocket.


They’ve spent two weeks held together with Sellotape and I’ve had to drive with my head tilted on one side to keep my world level.


My daughter suggested holding them together with Elastoplast, saying: ‘Then you’ll really look like Jack Duckworth.’


My new glasses had arrived and the optometrist and her assistant were all over me as they determined that the new glasses fitted correctly.


I found the close proximity to these two women a bit disconcerting, because when I say close, they really were close. It’s probably because I’d showered and got clean ‘going out’ clothes on, whereas when I came to have my eyes tested I was in my working clothes and rather ‘mucky’.


It is not such an enjoyable experience when they touch me for £260 for the new glasses and the bits they have bought to mend my old glasses, which will now become my working glasses.


As I went out of the shop I tried to evaluate the elements of cost that I had to pay for the traces of perfume that still linger about me, so I decided that the glasses were quite reasonable.


Across the road from the opticians is the florist and the florist, who I know well, is outside the shop talking to another woman, who I also know.


Spotting me washed and tidy they came across and wanted to know where I was off to. I took the opportunity to get the florist to come and turn the volume up on my new sat-nav. I could do it on the old sat-nav but haven’t worked out how to do it on this.


The florist remarks on the nice female Irish voice I have on it. I told her I chose it because it reminds me of the lady who kept the pub in Ballykissangel – I think I’m falling in love with the lady on the sat-nav.


The florist told me she’d done the flowers for four funerals already this week but my love for the sat-nav lady was about the saddest thing she’d heard. Suitably put down, I finally set off on my journey.
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IT WAS A lovely sunny Sunday morning and the sumptuous breakfast I prepared – beans on toast – had been consumed and I was back out in the yard.


There’s only me about at the moment and my first job was to let out the group of lower yielding cows who, for a week now, have been going out in the daytime to lie in the field in front of our house. This left two separate groups of high yielders very envious, and I could see them contemplating a bit of gate-jumping as they watched their colleagues make their way out.


It was such a nice day (it could easily have been May) so I decided to divert the low yielders on to a fresh field of grass. I let one group of high yielders on to the field in front of the house and the other group of high yielders out into what used to be a two-acre orchard.


None of them needed any bidding to embrace this new regime and within just a few minutes the buildings were empty of cows.


One group was soon busy grazing and the two others were lying down, soaking up the sunshine.


It was the first time for more than six months that the buildings had been empty of cattle and there was strangeness about it. There’s been births, deaths, cows mooing against gates, ringing their bloody bells, and now just silence.


I’ve noticed this before in a lambing shed. Two months of activity and then it’s all gone. Just the debris is left; bits of wool, the empty isolation pens, a dead lamb slung over a gate. The flock, and their incessant bleating, move on to the next stage of their annual cycle and, like the cows, they are pleased, as it takes them back to the fields where they belong.
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THE FIRST bunch of cows we milk in the morning – they are the group we optimistically call ‘high yielders’ – have to be fetched home by torchlight.


The second group is usually further away and fetched in a sort of half-light, not quite light, but, then again, not really dark enough to take the torch, especially if you’d rather fetch them with your hands in your pockets.


When I arrive at the gate of their usual night field – they have the run of 12 acres going up to the wood – I can only see the very white cows. More importantly, I can’t see the dog.


Mert can be a bit hard on cows but he is also easy to stop. I send him off into the gloom and watch carefully. Up by the wood fence, a white cows bolts about 20 yards so now I know where he is. ‘Steady.’ After that, they all come in a very leisurely fashion, many of them pausing as they cross the stream to have a drink.


I like to see cows drinking out of a stream. The water is provided free by gravity – it doesn’t cost over a pound a cubic metre like the water in the troughs on the yard. Within the 10 minutes or so it takes to clear the field, it has become perceptibly lighter and I can take one quick scan around the field to make sure it is clear of cows. All around the field are little columns of vapour marking where the cows have had their first pee of the day or their first number two.


We, the cows and I, make our way home up a stone track that is softly carpeted with thatching straw, which I had salvaged from a cottage which was being re-thatched. It makes for very comfortable walking for men and beasts. The dog is thirty yards away. He doesn’t use the track – it’s bordered by an electric fence and he’s inadvertently brushed it with his tail on occasions.


Among the straw are a lot of the hazel stick spars that had been used to hold the straw in place on the roof, but that’s not all. There are just a few pieces of a newspaper that must have found its way into the roof at the last thatching. I pick up a piece to read as we make our way slowly home. It’s not easy to read because I think some mice have read it first. It is dated 1 February 1954. It tells me, among other things, that the country is carpeted with thick snow and that there is more on the way.


The big political issue of the day, as in really big, was should Britain trade with Germany or Japan? To be fair, this is less than ten years after the end of World War II, but it’s a question that seems bizarre today. I’m writing this and you are reading it surrounded by products of both countries in abundance. I can, I am told, buy a new English electric cooker for £37 12 shillings and sixpence. I bet that was a lot of money in 1954. Surprising what you can find out in the early morning just fetching the cows.


I shut the gate behind the cows and sneak off for a second cup of tea. Around the taller trees in the garden a buzzard and two carrion crows are involved in one of their perpetual dogfights. Both species seem to spend the hours of daylight in a constant squabble to the extent that I wonder if they ever manage to get anything else done, like breeding, laying and feeding their young.


The dogs make their way back up the yard. It’s not much fun being a dog at our place at the moment. A couple of months ago we had about twenty sleek, well-fed cats about the place. I think we still have the same number but you can’t see them all. A lot of them developed big fat tummies that someone as perceptive as me diagnosed as pregnancy.


Since then, they have secreted themselves away to give birth. There are cats under things, among things, down holes, in stacks of bales, under implements, everywhere. And where the cats are, there are also kittens. I haven’t seen any kittens yet but I know they are there; the big tummies have all gone. For your unsuspecting dog it’s a difficult time. Quite innocently, making its way about the yard on some doggy business or other, your dog is likely to walk past a stack of bales only to be violently attacked by a spitfire of a protective cat. I’ve even seen a dog fast asleep in some warm, sheltered corner when a cat comes into view and leaps on to the unsuspecting dog, spitting, clawing and biting. What sort of awakening is that?


Predominant among the busy sounds of birds in the morning is the sound of wood pigeons. I really like to hear them. There is something of calm and contentment about it. Traditionally, it’s called cooing but I don’t think that really describes it. But as I can’t come up with any better description, cooing it will have to be.


Our AI man described the sound as being that of a working man’s cuckoo. He’s already heard a cuckoo. I’ve not, but then he gets about a fair bit more than me, into softer warmer climes than we enjoy, into places like Herefordshire for example.


If there is a bird sound that I put way out in front of all others it’s the sound of the curlew. There’s a pair busy about the area again this year which is such good news. Curlews reappeared around here last year, as I may have reported, after an absence of several years. They bred and have now returned.


What does disappoint and concern me is the absence of lapwings in the area. There are lots of suitable sites around here that you would assume would be perfect breeding areas, mostly on set-aside fields.


Lapwings seem to prefer open ground to nest on – and a partially worked, set-aside field would be perfect – and then the opportunity to take their chicks nearer to water after about three days. I know of two sites in the area that hosted lapwings – one had nine pairs last year. The local wildlife trust took over the sites and fenced them in. The carrion crows and buzzard used the fence posts as perches and cleared up every egg.


Still, they know best. After all, we are only simple farmers.
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AS THE YEAR goes on there are milestones that mark the passing of the days. Now I can switch all the yard lights off before we finish milking in the mornings.


Every year, the Canada geese arrive at dawn. You don’t always see them arrive, but you always hear them. They come to nest on the little island in the pond in front of our house.


Sometimes, half a dozen come at the same time and they fight for two or three days for the nesting site.


In goose terms, the island is a ‘one up, one down’, so there’s room for only one nest. This year, a single pair have arrived and I did see them fly in. They swept in with loud calls as though proclaiming ownership of the island, the field and the territory.


Like the season itself, they are late this year. They usually come in mid-February, which puts them nearly a month late, but the spring around here is about the same.


Our daffodils still aren’t out and it intrigues me that plant and animal life – or in this case bird life – is attuned to the same sort of timing that adjusts itself to the vagaries of the weather.


The pair have been here only a couple of days and already the female is sitting on what she presumably calls a nest, laying her eggs. It’s all very interesting.


In due course there will be the young gulls to watch, too, and then they’ll fly back to the lake a mile away, from where they came.


But what we really want are some swans.
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I’VE ALWAYS categorised myself as being pretty ‘cool’, laid back, fairly unflappable. Not as laid back as my son, though. If he were more laid back he would fall over.


But there are a few times of the year when I admit that I do become a bit more ‘on edge’, and as I write today, we are right in the middle of one of those periods.


It’s the time of year to get our maize in. It’s a very important crop to us, it’s expensive to grow and it’s critical to get it right. Last year, we had to abandon 17 acres of maize to the wet weather and there was a very serious knock-on cost to our business for the rest of the winter. So that makes this year’s crop all the more important and puts me just that bit more ‘on the edge’.


I have a date in mind of 11 or 12 May for drilling here. We are just on the margins of growing maize because of our height above sea level and we also suffer late frosts. Maize is a tall and vigorous crop but it won’t compete with weeds, bad weather, and even the shadows cast by the trees across the road leave their mark.


We put a lot of farmyard manure under maize, it loves it, and we did that part of the operation ahead of schedule. So when I put the plough on, I was pretty cool about it all because I would be more than a week ahead of time to plough and work down the fields. I actually enjoy ploughing, if it’s going OK, and I was looking forward to a couple of days on my own surrounded by the beauty of the spring countryside and the opportunity to observe the wildlife.


Being on my own is the best company I can have. The dog would come with me in the cab if I let him but it’s a long old day for him, bumping along on the cab floor. He would follow me up and down the field all day if I let him as well, but, then again, he might not – it’s springtime and at the moment he is much given to carnal thoughts.


So off I go and, in my mind’s eye, I have a picture of endless shiny furrows falling smoothly away from the plough, a flock of seagulls following me up and down the field – an idyllic scene (I can almost feel a poem coming on), while on the radio the rest of the world is queuing up around an accident on the M6 near Birmingham.


But life can let you down. There were some furrows falling away, but not many. Problems with the plough, problems with the tractor, there was more time spent with my hands on spanners than on the steering wheel. I had gone from cool to very tetchy in a short time.


By mid-afternoon I had ploughed, to use a technical term with which a few of you will be familiar, bugger all. A piece on the plough broke (it’s surprising how long it takes to go six miles to fetch a spare part), but then all fell into place and away we went.


So I started to relax and look about me, wondering where all the wildlife was – there was none to be seen. Not even the compulsory flock of seagulls.


We’re a long way from the sea here but there are local seagulls that live on a pool. Local legend has it that they have never been to the seaside and therefore are not to be trusted.


To get back somewhere nearer to the schedule I had in my mind, I ploughed on into the evening. There was nothing to be seen and then suddenly, at about eight o’clock, standing on the ploughed ground just ten yards away, was a solitary lapwing.


He, she, whatever, didn’t move and as I passed and re-passed, I started to agonise over the possibility that I’d ploughed a nest. I’d been ploughing 20 acres in a 40-acre field. The other 20 acres will be left with last year’s stubble for wild birds to nest in. It would be ironic if this lapwing chose the wrong 20 acres to nest on. Then its mate turned up and the pair spent their time on the unploughed area. As far as I could make out, I’d disturbed the pair of lapwings and a pair of skylarks.


The lapwings are more of a concern. They are the first pair I’ve seen lately, and we’ve plenty of skylarks.


I drove home late in the evening hoping that there would be time for them to make a fresh start.


With time to make up to get back to my schedule, it was a very early start the next morning. I set off to plough just as it got light. First on my list was a lovely white owl, still busy working the hedgerows, I could easily have stopped to watch it if I’d had the time.


The pairs of lapwings and skylarks were still there but before long a heron arrived and was soon gorging itself on worms.


Then down the valley, effortlessly gliding like stealth bombers came a pair of red kites. They circled me a couple of times, not looking for food but to check on the quality of the ploughing. The ploughing isn’t bad if you don’t look too closely at what I did at the start, and off they went down the valley. They exuded aloofness and superiority as they went on their way.
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EVERY year we try to get away for a few days’ holiday in May. The holidays seem to get shorter and shorter as we try to sandwich them between our B&B guests departing and the next ones arriving.


We always seem to have guests leaving the day we go and new ones arriving the day we get home. It becomes quite critical within our own travel arrangements about what sort of risers the departing ones are, and, if they are a bit slow in the mornings; will it affect our own travel arrangements?


You sometimes sit there, bags packed and in the car, listening to them taking a leisurely breakfast, to which they are perfectly entitled, and you feel like going in and asking: ‘Well are you going to eat that sausage or not?’


I sometimes think we’ve got our priorities all wrong, but we seem to manage.


This year we went to Ireland, somewhere we’ve been lots of times before, but decided this time to go to the north.


We’ve never been to the north before and very beautiful it is, too, I recommend it. There’s a lovely ride that follows the coast north of Larne, I think it’s the Antrim coast, and, late afternoon one day, we stopped in a small village for a cup of tea.


Well, you can have tea at home, can’t you, so we decided to have some Guinness. We were on our second, or was it our third, when a big man in a black suit comes in and starts drinking at the bar.


There’s me, busy at my people-watching, and I see that he is vigorously chewing at something he keeps pulling out of his pocket. He’s a bit of a people-watcher as well and before long he’s watching me watching him.


At first I think he’s not best pleased, but he plunges his hand in his pocket and thrusts out a big handful of what looks like dark brown chewing tobacco, and says: ‘Want some?’


I ask him what it is. His accent is very strong but I eventually find out it is called ‘dulse’ and it is dried seaweed. He tells me it is gathered off the rocks, dried in the sun for a couple of hours, salted and is then ready to eat. I try some; it’s OK. It has a taste reminiscent of laver bread my mam used to get me out of the fish stalls in Cardiff market. She used to fry it with bacon but that was in a more liquid form.


Just because I quite like it, it doesn’t mean that I want to eat it by the bucketful but he keeps it coming. I start to wonder how long it’s been in his pocket so I tell him I’ve had enough for now.


He tells me he’s been eating it for 60 years and he’s got 14 children, which is probably another good reason for not eating it. He tells me his wife eats it as well and he tells me what it does for her. I can’t repeat that but you can probably work it out for yourself.


That’s five days ago now and I’m still picking bits of it out of my teeth. Next day, I buy some dulse in a shop. The shopkeeper tells me that it kept thousands of people alive along that coast during the famine, so that’s good.


I reckon next time I go to the pub on a Saturday night, I’ll have some in my pocket and keep chewing away at it without saying anything, until they ask. By then it could be cannabis, or who-knows-what. It cost me £1.20, bet I’ll get good value out of it.


If I get the village hooked on it and it has the same effect, like 14 children per family, it will help keep the village school open.
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IT’S BEEN dry now for several days and I’m on my way, on the tractor, for my first full day of field work. It is logical that the driest field will be the highest field and that’s where I’m headed.


In the hedgerow is one of those concrete Ordnance Survey markers that tells me I am working at 984 feet. If anyone asks, I’m working at 1,000 feet, which doesn’t seem an unreasonable exaggeration in the circumstances. The only company I have up here are a neighbour’s sheep in the next field and, of course, the wildlife. On the way up here, on the track that runs through the field, cock pheasants stood like sentinels every 50 yards or so.


The approaching tractor drives some of them in front of me so they come up against their neighbours and a fight breaks out. They are so preoccupied with the fight they will break up only when the tractor is inches away and they usually take to flight, and I often wonder if they ever get their places back.


Today’s job is rolling, which isn’t too taxing on the concentration as long as you get the steering right. As the steering part of the job becomes instinctive you have the opportunity to switch off a bit, listen to the radio and take in your surroundings. I’ve been given our ‘best’ tractor today, which came as a bit of a surprise, and my preferred choice is Radio 2 until 5pm and then Radio 4.


About the only thing that can go wrong from a tractor-driving point of view is for the roller to become detached from the tractor. You should become quickly aware of this because the progress of the roller is marked by a sort of trundling noise you can hear even in your sound-insulated cab and above the radio.


I once had a lad working for me, who I sent rolling, who must have ‘switched off’ in quite a big way because he hadn’t secured the metal pin that attaches roller to tractor properly. The pin had come out but he’d carried on driving for about half an hour, up and down the field, the roller sitting in splendid isolation where he’d left it.


He didn’t realise what had happened until I went to see how he was getting on. He begged me not to tell anyone but refused to tell me what he was thinking about to be thus distracted. I only told one or two people: that’s all you need; a story like that will soon gather its own momentum.


I turn the radio down a bit, and watch the wildlife. There are eight carrion crows busy about the field; for them it is the approach of harvest time as they busy themselves with their pillage of eggs and fledglings. I have a loathing of carrion crows that borders on hatred. I know they are doing only what is natural for them, that we’ve all got to live, but why do there have to be so many of them?


I try to bring a balance to all my thinking and I’m very conscious that I could be doing as much damage as them, with my roller. Apart from the cock pheasant and carrion crows, the next most numerous bird in this field is the skylark, which is good, very good.


I’m worried that the roller will damage their eggs but I watch the carrion crows carefully as they waddle about and I have not yet detected the triumphant sort of swoop that they make when they find some food; hopefully the skylarks haven’t laid yet.


In the next field I have 20 acres of stubble that was left for ground-nesting birds last year and this year; it is in what we call ‘set aside’. It’s grown an abundance of weed plants during its first fallow year; there’s plenty of food and cover there for groundnesting birds, and I can see just as many skylarks in that field as this, so that’s good as well. I’ve not yet seen any lapwings about, which would be even better. I try to count the pairs of skylarks in this field but it’s almost impossible and I give up.


I haven’t seen a hare yet, which is a concern; the grass is about nine inches tall and perfect cover. Then in the next 10 minutes I disturb three. Having exhausted my studies of the wildlife I turn my attention to the wider vista. About two miles away I can see the hills where the track of Offa’s Dyke runs. Closer at hand, but a bit higher, are the sites of two Iron Age forts. They must have lived in very scary times to choose to live up there.


My mind starts to wander a bit and I think of the book I was reading last night. I have a book on the go all the time; if I haven’t a new one, I will scour my shelves for an old one.


One that comes out at least once a year is Dylan Thomas’ Under Milk Wood. Last night I was reading about the postman and his kitchen full of simmering kettles, all ready to steam open the letters. We used to have a postman around here who was a bit on the inquisitive side. As he would hand you the post he would make comments that were a giveaway: ‘Joneses have had the cheque for the lambs they sold last Friday, but yours hasn’t come yet.


‘You’re the only farmer around here who filled in the ministry census forms on time. All the others have had a reminder.’ We always reckoned he used to read the holiday postcards. ‘I thought Davies was going to Blackpool for a holiday but he’s gone on up to the Lake District.’


One year I put him to the test and sent a neighbour a postcard from my holiday. All I wrote on it was: ‘I thought Tom would like this picture.’ When Tom handed my neighbour the post he said quite crossly: ‘You can tell that Roger Evans I don’t read the postcards.’ Job done!
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I HAD occasion to travel north of Shrewsbury last week. I had made a similar journey just a few days previously. On that occasion, the River Severn had been in full flood.


A torrent marked the course of the river; adjacent fields were all flooded. A glance off the bridge as I passed by last week revealed that the Severn was still swollen but quickly returning to normal levels. Signs of where the flood had been were very obvious. There, in the middle of a large field of winter wheat, ‘parked up’ in splendid isolation, was quite a large tree, uprooted from who knows where, floated down the river and left in the field when the waters receded.


But it was the banks of the river itself that caught my eye in particular. There, clearly marking the height that the river had reached were all the indicators of modern society. Plastic litter in a huge abundance, tons of it. What an eyesore, how sad, how long will it be there? It must be something in our national psyche that makes the dropping of litter somehow acceptable.


Yesterday, as I drove along our road, in 200 yards I passed two empty sandwich containers, two polystyrene containers that had probably contained chips, two plastic drink bottles and then, to finish, two paper napkins. It marked the clear sequence of two people’s meals as they drove along, and then the sequence with which they had thrown the debris from the car.
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THIS STORY has a sadness to it. I haven’t kept sheep for several years now but still have a ‘shepherd’s eye’, which I run over my neighbour’s sheep (or anyone else’s) as I pass by on my daily travels.


I’ve had some of my heifers over-wintered at a farm a couple of miles away and on one of my recent visits to see the heifers I was surprised to see them preparing a lambing pen.


I was surprised because they keep about 200 Beulah ewes – a hardy ewe, excellent mothers – and in the first week of April I had thought they would have been well able to look after themselves lambing outside.


I just love the word Beulah, it’s a beautiful word, I could almost write a novel just so I could include it in the last line, ‘and behold, they came over the hills and into Beulah’.


That was what they call a digression, almost a biblical type of digression. Beulah is a village in mid-Wales. Beulah ewes fill the fields for miles around, easily identifiable with their black and white, speckled faces. I expressed my surprise to those preparing the lambing pen, but to them lambing outside wasn’t an option – because of the ravens.


Ravens are quite difficult to distinguish from carrion crows apart from being bigger and having a very different call.


As you know, I concern myself with the need for balance. Years ago, ravens would have been comparatively rare. The damage they would do to livestock would be occasional and not a big issue. Quite clearly the balance in this area has swung the other way and as I was finding out at first hand, it is starting to affect the way that people can farm. It is not uncommon for ewes to suffer a prolapse at lambing. Too much straining, lambs lying in the wrong position, and the odd ewe will eject her uterus. A skilled shepherd or the vet will soon put this right, administer some antibiotic and the ewe will fully recover.


In the trailer behind the quad-bike, parked alongside the lambing shed in question was a dead ewe; she had suffered a prolapse that morning, the ravens had eaten it away and she bled to death.


Lambs born outside are particularly vulnerable. While the ewe is down lambing, eyes are quickly removed from a lamb only half born. If the ewe has to leave the lamb unattended for a few minutes while she gives birth to a second, the first lamb will soon be dead because it would be attacked by the ravens. It’s a sorry tale, one that I thought of quite a lot that day.


In early evening, taking a drive around, I met another neighbour who keeps sheep, driving down the lane towards me.


People who keep a lot of sheep have to be approached with caution at this time of year; they’ve usually got their eyes held open with matchsticks.


I pulled on to the grass verge in case he hadn’t seen me, but he had, and he stopped. I told him about the ravens on the other farm and asked if he was affected. He told me that every year he has his ewes scanned to find out how many lambs a pregnant ewe is carrying. It was, therefore, his practice to lamb those ewes carrying a single lamb outside where they were able to tend to it properly and the ewes carrying two or more lambs would lamb inside where he could help them if it were needed.


Last year, several of the ‘single’ lambs had lost eyes to ravens but, what had particularly upset him, 20 lost their tongues while being born. These had to be put down as they were unable to suckle. This begs the question, why are there so many ravens about?


Local opinion is that they have proliferated because of the advent, locally, of large commercial shoots. These shoots provide an ample year-round supply of food; animal and vegetable. More food, more eggs, bigger hatches, fewer deaths, more ravens.
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DRIVING HOME last night I saw a tiny baby rabbit on the road. It’s the first one I’ve seen this year but I’ve been looking out for them because you may remember that I had noted a lot of rabbit activity just a few weeks ago. It’s just another positive sign of the approach of spring.


There is another sign, actually less welcome. Around our yard there are fornicating cats everywhere. It’s a part of the dilemma of feral cats about a farmyard. Ignore them, don’t feed them, and they are a sickly emaciated bunch of cats that give you cause for concern. But feed them regularly, as I do, and you have a group of fit, glossy-coated cats that will breed lots and lots of kittens that will just compound the problem. Cat flu will eventually appear among the kittens, which will be a distressing sight.


I should qualify all this by saying that although I feed them all every day, there isn’t one cat that we can get closer to than a couple of yards.


The answer is to have them all spayed, or neutered, and a few years ago I did try this. I caught about 20 and took them to the vet. Some escaped while there and we had cats everywhere, over the furniture, under the furniture, climbing the walls, swinging from the lights. When we finally caught them all, the vet said: ‘Don’t you ever bring any more like that here again.’


It’s not the simple, one-off fix that people would have you believe. New cats, male and female, turn up here quite regularly, so the problem will always be there. In the meantime we have to endure all the caterwauling and all the spitting and fighting.
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YESTERDAY I saw a pheasant with 13 chicks, oh dear. Today she was in roughly the same place with 10. They seem to be very poor mothers and the approach of my tractor sends them scattering in all directions, mother leading the flight. If I was a pheasant chick I think I’d be on the phone to ChildLine to complain about the care I was receiving. There were a pair of buzzards sitting on a fence not far away and I could almost sense them licking their lips. Thirteen yesterday, 10 today, it has something about it of a rhyme I know of which is definitely not politically correct any more. Past experience tells me that she’ll soon be down to one chick but that will be temporary.
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ONE OF THE advantages of living in a hilly border area is superb views in all directions almost wherever we are.


I am much given to elaborating on this theme by suggesting that it isn’t worth having a tidy garden because anyone visiting our garden tends to look at the views. This well-worn argument carries little credibility with my wife, who is self-appointed head gardener.


Over the years, we have settled into an uneasy truce whereby I am responsible for cutting the grass and she tends the flower beds. It’s a bit like all truces, it can break down at any time. So, inevitably, we reach the time of year when I have to make a start on my lawnmowing duties.


The lawn has, over the winter, acquired a bedraggled, unkempt look and seems to be looking at me and asking an unspoken question: ‘When are you going to cut me?’


For my part, I turn my attention to the lawnmower, and look at that as well. It has become inevitable in my life that, come the day I need it for the first time, the lawnmower will not start.


It is a phenomenon that has caused many a breakdown of the aforementioned truce, because, believe it or not, it can take two weeks to start a reluctant lawnmower and we all know how much a lawn will grow in two weeks in the spring.


The two weeks is readily explained. You take the mower to your local dealer and tell him that it won’t start.


But do they reach for a spanner? No they do not, they reach for a label, they write your name on it, tie it to the mower, and push it around the back where it joins a queue of other reluctant lawn mowers that is already as long as the queue at a fish and chip shop on a Friday night.


This year was going to be different, this year I was going to take the mower to the dealers just after Christmas for a check up, before the queue formed.


Inevitably, that didn’t happen, so here we are, mid-March, a lawn looking at me, me looking at the mower, and my wife rolling her eyes and sighing every time she looks out of the window.


I know I need a new battery, so I get that anyway. There’s a conversation at the dealers between the man in the stores and the proprietor over whether the battery needs charging or not. They decide it doesn’t. I take the battery home and fit it on and I fill the tank up with petrol and determine to leave it for 24 hours – this is the lawnmower equivalent of poking a stick into a squirrel’s drey and telling it: ‘Spring is here’.


A day later, I return, make a big, slow deal of putting all the controls in the right places, turn the key and the battery is flat as a pancake. This is the sort of setback I’m well used to, so I put the battery on charge and go away and leave it.


I almost forget all about it the next day, but it’s Friday evening, the boys have nearly finished washing the parlour out. It’s time for tea but I decide to try the mower. I turn the key and it bursts into life first turn. This completely throws me. I sit there for a minute and it doesn’t stop. I’m now in shock – still, make hay while the sun shines, etc, and off I go, there’s nearly an hour of daylight yet and I cut most of the lawns. I leave the worst piece for another day.
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