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            The Llama

         

         
            The Llama is a woolly sort of fleecy hairy goat,

With an indolent expression and an undulating throat

            Like an unsuccessful literary man.

             

            HILAIRE BELLOC
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            Foreword by John Lewis-Stempel

         

         Like its prequels Place of Stones and Hill Farm Story, Ruth Ruck’s Along Came a Llama belongs to the ‘Back to the Land’ vogue in Britain in the 1960s and 1970s, which found its most famous expressions in the book Self-Sufficiency by John and Sally Seymour and the television programme The Good Life.

         Ruck’s books depicting life on the 83-acre farm of Carneddi in pluvial, precipitous Snowdonia were simultaneously more authentic and more charming than rival works.

         The Ruck story really begins in 1945 when her demobbed father decided to up sticks from suburban Nottingham and relocate to the threadbare grass and hard slate of North Wales. Ruth was seventeen.

         Going back to nature, of course, has always been the British way in a crisis; at the end of the Great War there was even government legislation to fund ex-soldiers on smallholdings. The original classic of self-sufficiency was William Cobbett’s Cottage Economy, written in impoverished, depressed 1821. Cobbett’s book itself was indebted in its philosophy to the Diggers of the world-shattering English Revolution.

         So, naturally, we are nature-minded again now: post-crash, post-coronavirus.

         Luckily Ruck’s family took to farming in the mountains of North Wales like a sheep to grass. By the long hot summer of 1976 – the year in which the llama of the title came into their lives – Ruth had married climber Paul Work and taken over the reins at Carneddi. Around her, even in remote North Wales, traditional farming was disappearing. The Rucks were nearly alone in turning hay by hand, in willing individual sheep – known by their faces, their names – to live when ill. Everyone else had been mechanized, chemicalized, industrialized; or sold up. The Age of the Big Farmer had arrived. Ruth Ruck, however, was ‘so indoctrinated by the old ways’ that Carneddi continued as before.

         There is food for thought in these pages (which, by the way, are deceptively literary underneath Ruck’s easy, ‘chat over the kitchen table’ style). Disciples of Big Farming say that these old ways of agriculture are uneconomical … which is an odd criticism from an industry only kept afloat by billions of pounds in subsidies, in which farmers lie awake at night counting not sheep but repayments on a tractor that can easily top £100,000.

         Of course, I would agree with Ruck. I still turn hay by hand with a rake. My tractor is 1956 vintage. (The Rucks’ Land Rover, persistently ‘up to its tricks’, also strikes a chord.) I too talk to our animals.

         Ruth admits that the hard work ‘put lines on my face and grey in my hair’. She does not romanticize her life, but she is alive to its benefits, such as free-range kids who can swim in the stream, and surroundings which are ‘a constant inspiration’ in their beauty. The phrase she uses about her style of farming is ‘soul-rewarding’.

         Is there any soul at all in modern agriculture? Any esteem at all for livestock on slats in factory units?

         Something else pleasantly, positively, old-style about Along Came a Llama is Ruth’s mental toughness. In these pages her father dies, her sister Mary dies, and she herself contracts multiple sclerosis. This could so easily have been a misery memoir.

         While she does find the MS ‘a sentence on me which I found very hard to bear’, instead of wallowing in self-pity she grits her teeth, pulls up her socks and puts on her wellies, ‘as one always does when farming’. Her husband, Paul – reflecting that he has injected hundreds of sheep, ‘so why not his wife?’ – gives Ruth her quotidian medicine.

         There is a llama in the room. Literally. While the Rucks carry on raising sheep, poultry and Welsh black cattle, they do not quite carry on regardless. They buy a llama from Knaresborough Zoo to ‘cheer us up’, taking it home in a trailer with no fuss, no paperwork. (You could do fun things like that in the 1970s; today you would need online movement forms and licences in triplicate.)

         So, enter Ñusta (Quechan for ‘Princess’): a toddler llama, with big eyes and bigger appetite – sometimes for rather unusual fodder. (Tissues. Maltesers. Cherry brandy. Tic Tacs. The Radio Times.) Indeed, the very first line is a taster of what is to come: ‘“Oh, heck,” cried Paul. “It’s at the sugar again!”’

         The Rucks know nothing about South American llamas from the high country of the Andes; but then again, nor do many other people in the Britain of their day. But the Rucks do understand animals, and they do care: so after some hiccups in llama-raising, Ñusta settles down happily at Carneddi, taking pride of place on the hearth rug next to her toy box, ‘calm, dignified and beautiful’, and making her slight musical moos.

         To the Rucks’ existence, already full of soul, Ñusta adds character. Even on paper, travelling across the decades, Ñusta’s personality entrances. One departs this book a convinced llama-lover, despite the species’ camelid reputation for spitting. (Ñusta is far too refined for such behaviour. Usually.)

         No dumb animal, Ñusta. Looking into Ñusta’s eyes Ruth has the ‘uncanny feeling that there was someone in there, trying to communicate’. When Ñusta looked back, she would have seen respect in the eyes of her ‘llama mama’.

         Care for the environment. Connection with nature. Self-sufficiency. Regard for animals …

         Certainly, Along Came a Llama has a Durrellian recollection-of-family-life-with-unusual-pet spirit about it. But it is so much more. It is a guide to the future.

         To a good life.
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            1 Away to the Hills

         

         ‘Oh heck!’ cried Paul. ‘It’s at the sugar again!’

         We all made a dive at the animal. Her nose was firmly clamped into the silver sugar-bowl. The sugar was disappearing out of the bowl at the rate one would have expected if the nozzle of the vacuum-cleaner had been applied to it. Paul grabbed the bowl and passed it over the llama’s back to me. I hastily put it in the food-safe and shut the door. The llama put her ears back, goggled her eyes and pulled ugly faces, pretending that she was going to spit. Then she turned to the sugar that had been spilt and began to vacuum up the last grains with her quick upper lips. Her ears went forward again.

         There wasn’t much space in our small kitchen with three of us and the llama. The animal was so big now that her body reached from side to side of the room. Her neck was so long that she could touch all but the upper shelves, where the sugar, flour, porridge oats and cornflakes had now taken refuge.

         When the llama had finished all the sugar, she took a last look round to make sure that there was nothing else that she fancied and, giving a quiet toot as though to say thank you, she trundled out of the kitchen and into the sitting-room. There was silence for a moment, then a rustling sound, then silence again followed by a muffled thud. I knew, without being there to see, that the llama had gone into the next room and turned over the contents of her toy-box to see if there were any fresh magazines or newspapers in it. Next, not feeling in the mood to eat paper, she had stepped on to the rag rug, positioned her little ballet-dancer’s back feet together, knelt first on her right knee, then on the left, sagging a little at the hocks meanwhile, and had finally gone right down with a small thud. Now she would be sitting there in all her glory, with her white neck upright and her draperies of flowing mauvey-grey, fawny-gold, gingery wool hanging down to the mat all round her. There would be no sign of her legs and we called this the ‘tea-cosy position’. Then there was a rattling sound. I knew that she was shaking her head rapidly from side to side, causing the long ears to fly round in circles—‘helicoptering’ we called it. Then there was silence again.

         When the dishes were washed, I went into the sittingroom to see her. There is something very restful about having a llama seated on the hearth rug. The animal is calm, dignified and beautiful. Your eyes are attracted towards it again and again, to the long ears, to the small head and the enormous eyes under a fringe of black lashes, to the curve of its body mantled in wool. Our family found that having a llama was a pleasure far greater than we had originally expected it to be.

         The llama’s presence sprang from the germ of an idea which I had had long ago. As a child, I was deeply interested in animals. We lived in the city of Nottingham but I would spend hours gazing at the cows, farm horses and sheep whenever we went into the country. In time I had a dog of my own, a rabbit, six hens and two goats in our large garden in the city. I enjoyed this mini-farm but it wasn’t quite enough. Somewhere there is a notebook with a list in childish handwriting.

         
            
               I want a pony

               I want a cow

               I want a sheep

               I want an elephant

               I want a llama

            

         

         The elephant has never become a reality, but the others have. It is strange how dreams often come true in the end.

         The years passed and the child’s urban play farm was transposed to North Wales and became the real thing. A number of arbitrary events caused this. The War ended on my seventeenth birthday. My father, who had been in the National Fire Service, was made redundant. I had a sudden and serious illness which nearly cost my life. Afterwards my parents took me for a holiday in North Wales to recover. There we heard of a small mountain farm which was for sale cheaply. My father was a man who didn’t fit into the mould of suburban bread-winner which circumstances had imposed on him till then. My mother had an adventurous and unquenchable spirit and Fred, our ex-nanny, family retainer and second mother to my sister and me, was a countrywoman. I longed to farm.

         The wild, intoxicating idea of buying the little farm, casting aside our previous life and becoming hill farmers suddenly seemed alluring, suddenly seemed possible and suddenly became reality. We sold our Nottingham house and moved, lock, stock and barrel, goats, hens, bees and all to the mountain farm of Carneddi, on the foothills of Snowdon, looking down to the sea seven miles away. It was December 1945.

         It was, of course, a mad thing to do. Everyone said so. We had little money and no experience, but it was a colossal adventure into which we all entered with enthusiasm. It was in the days before people used the words ‘environment’, ‘ecology’ or ‘conservation’ so frequently. The idea of subsistence farming was so unfashionable that it seemed quite irrelevant. All that was still twenty years away. But, in 1945, we wanted to have a fresh start and it seemed to us more likely to be found in the clear air of the mountains of North Wales among the realities of an old tradition of farming.

         In two previous books (Place of Stones and Hill Farm Story) I have already told the story of our first twenty years at Carneddi—how we learnt the hard way, by trial and error, how we had no electricity or piped water, how our nearest and only shop was three-quarters of a mile away down a steep track and across muddy fields. But luck was on our side at the time. Land was cheap and costs were low, while farm products were modestly remunerative. We had the best possible neighbours on each side of the farm. I expect they had a good many laughs at our expense but they were unfailingly kind and unstintingly generous with their advice and loans of equipment and machinery. Without them, we should have fared badly.

         We picked up bits of farming lore, we learnt to shepherd sheep, milk cows, make hay and grow crops on our few barren acres and, surprisingly, we managed to make ends meet, though it was always only just. I found that there was great scope for my love of animals and that I was a pretty good stockman most of the time. The beauty of the hills in their seasonal raiment and moods of weather was a constant inspiration and I found even a certain excitement and challenge in the hand-to-mouth state of our finances. It put lines on my face and grey in my hair but there was also a touch of exhilaration about the struggle.

         In the earlier books I have tried to describe the small and beautiful hill farm where we lived and where we grazed our flock, reared a few pedigree cattle and ponies, kept hens and turkeys and grew a few crops. I have told how Paul and I married in 1960 and set up house in the ancient cottage of Tŷ Mawr, a few hundred yards from Carneddi. In 1966 our daughter, Ann, was born. After that the story begins anew.

         It was wonderful to have a baby daughter, but now the happiness of our state was threatened by illness. A certain numbness which I had suffered was diagnosed as being caused by multiple sclerosis, a progressive and incurable illness. This was a shattering discovery and passed a sentence on me which I found very hard to accept. It could be the end of twenty years of work and dreams. An invalid wife and mother is a poor deal for husband and child, and Carneddi is not situated in wheelchair country. How could I shepherd the sheep if I could not walk? I kept on putting one foot in front of the other, and I must have been one of the lucky ones able to do it. Ann was just three weeks old when I lost the sight of one eye. I looked through the other and wept in secret at the prospect of becoming blind. Soon I decided that it was better to do something useful and feel ill than to do nothing and still feel ill. Then, mercifully, I became much better and most of the sight returned to the affected eye. It was the beginning of a remission that lasted for a couple of years. There were to be other exacerbations but I did my best not to let them affect our lives and we all carried on as well as we could.

         A joyful event which made me forget the trials of illness was the birth of our son, John Piers, on 29 October 1968. He was a big boy with a wide mouth and large appetite. A friend of ours, Brenda, came to stay with us for a fortnight after John’s birth. She was a district midwife and had married Brian, the old friend who had produced the illustrations for my previous books. Her presence was invaluable and it took all the worry and hard work out of having a new baby. I have pleasant recollections of watching John on Brenda’s knee. In those days, he looked a little clerical in his white nightie. Often he would splutter after taking his complementary bottle too fast. Brenda would pat him on the back and inquire: ‘Were there bones in it?’ Those were happy days.

         There was to be another addition to the family in four years’ time. Paul’s widowed sister, Jean, known to the family as Beenie, came to live with us. She came in the first place in answer to a cry for help. We had all suffered from a particularly unpleasant and virulent type of chicken-pox and were slow to recover. We had no farm pupil that year and we were getting so far behind with the farm work that we knew we should never catch up again that season. Beenie rolled up her sleeves and set us to rights. She loved farms, knew how to milk and was good with livestock as well as being an experienced and talented home-maker. After that we couldn’t bear to part with her. She was the answer to a prayer.

         We missed Fred badly when she went to Australia and married an Australian. When Betty, our hard-working helper and honorary Stud Groom, left us to get married, we missed her very much too. The pre-college students, who sometimes came to us for practical experience, the ‘Serfs’ as we called them, were often excellent, but they were too young to take much responsibility and too inexperienced to be of more than limited help. Now Beenie’s presence added greatly to our family life and gave us extra freedom. 

         In the autumn of 1972, Brenda and Brian invited us to stay with them in Harrogate. Beenie said she could manage the farm for a few days with the help of Jenny, a very capable ex-Serf who was coming to stay. Paul and I were delighted; we hadn’t had a proper holiday for years. I loved taking the children to see new sights. The sea, mountains, green fields and all our animals were everyday life to them and they found trains, buses, motorways and the trappings of civilization fascinating. They commented on the luxuries of central heating, fitted carpets and clean pavements for walking, because they were not accustomed to any of them. They looked forward to seeing Auntie Brenda’s new baby daughter, Helen Louise.

         We had an excellent holiday. I had not been to Yorkshire before and was charmed by the countryside. The weather was good and the trees were beautiful in their autumn colours. We went to Fountains Abbey, Bolton Abbey and the Stryd. We went to Grassington and crossed the River Wharfe on stepping stones. We went to Thorpe, where Paul was born, and then went down the Stump Cross caverns. We rowed on the River Nidd. We went to York and visited the excellent museum. The children rode on the escalator in Marks & Spencer’s, the first they had ever seen. Twice we went to Knaresborough Zoo, and this is where the story should really begin.

      

   


   
      
         

            2 Zoo Visit

         

         Knaresborough Zoo was a small one, occupying a corner of the grounds of the Conygham Estate. Paul and I and the children went there one sunny morning, taking a picnic with us. When we arrived at the gates, we noticed a very tame golden pheasant rushing up and down in agitation, trying to get back inside the zoo. It obviously preferred its home there to the freedom of the surrounding parkland.

         Inside there was much to see. There was the usual collection of zoo animals and birds, with the exception of some of the bigger ones such as elephant, giraffe, rhinoceros and hippo, but there were other special exhibits. Here we saw the largest lion then in captivity, a magnificent beast named Simba which had appeared on television several times and which had taken a star part in the film Cleopatra. Mr Nyoka, the proprietor of the zoo, appeared to be on friendly terms with the lion for he was in the cage with it when we arrived, pouring milk into its mouth from a milk-bottle. The lion was drinking the milk with evident enjoyment. Ann and John watched in astonishment. They had never seen anything like that before—man, lion and milk-bottle all in the cage together. The zoo was almost deserted that morning and Mr Nyoka had time to chat. Through the bars, we discussed the habits of lions in general and Simba in particular. It was clear that Mr Nyoka knew his lions and that he was a fine showman.

         We also saw a huge reticulated python which, the notice said, was the longest snake in captivity, measuring 27 ft 4 in in length. These were exceptional creatures but there was something homely about the zoo which appealed to me. Except in the case of the more dangerous animals, the barriers between inmates and public were modest. You could approach the animals closely and have a really good look at them. There was the air of an exotic farm about the place and the animals looked well. We watched Mr Nyoka and his wife going about the business of feeding them, moving in and out of the cages with a friendly word to the inmates, as casual and relaxed as people feeding household pets.

         A friendly nilgai, the large African antelope, leaned on its low fence and seemed to enjoy having its face rubbed while eating leaves from our hands. It shared its pen with a small bullock and several goats. Indeed, the smell of billy-goat pervaded the zoo. I noticed that the vultures were picking at the whole carcase of a still-born calf, and I thought that in a more sophisticated zoo, the meat would have been offered in anonymous chunks to spare the sensibilities of the visiting public. Peacocks and guinea-fowl pecked in the pathways. A husky dog was chained to a tree nearby and wagged its tail at our approach.

         There was a pen of seven or eight llamas in the middle of the zoo, with a shed and a few tall trees in it. The pen was surrounded by diamond wire-netting of about shoulder height and the ground was covered with gravel. One or two of the llamas came and craned over the fence, obviously interested in us. The children soon discovered that llamas like leaves and ran about collecting those which had fallen in the walks between the pens. Paul and I stood and watched. The sunlight filtered through the trees. There were few other visitors at the zoo and it was very peaceful. Now and again the parrots screeched or there was a low growl from the black panthers to remind us that exotic fauna from other parts of the world inhabited this wooded corner of Yorkshire.

         I was very interested to look at these llamas at close quarters. At first I thought there was something sheep-like about them, very large sheep indeed, with very long legs, very long necks and very long ears. But no, they were not sheep-like. Their elegant and dignified manner seemed unique and so was their expressive use of the ears to show emotion. They did not have cloven hooves but very small two-toed feet with a black claw or toe-nail on each toe. As they reached for the leaves, I saw that the upper lip was divided almost as far as the nostrils, making two little prehensile lips which manipulated the food. I knew that llamas were members of the camel family and were native to the High Andes in South America where they were used as pack animals. They were quite unlike any creature with which I had had dealings before. It was fascinating to watch them so closely. Of course I had seen llamas in zoos in the past, but never so near to me, only in the distance in a large paddock or an enclosure surrounded by water-filled moats.

         Then, as I looked, the urge which had made me write: ‘I want a llama’ in my notebook all those years ago and which had lain buried for so long, suddenly came to the surface like a bubble bursting on a pool. All in a moment, like a revelation, came the feeling that this urge was not a ridiculous whim but a practical possibility. I knew nothing about llamas but, as I looked at the animals, I felt convinced that one could fit usefully into our hill farm, that indeed there was something very special about llamas which I had not known before. A small voice in my mind said very clearly and definitely: ‘We’ll have one of those sometime,’ and a sensation of great pleasure and excitement came over me. I stood in a dream, looking at the animals and realizing that what I needed was a llama. ‘We’ll have one of those,’ my mind kept repeating.

         The children’s supply of easily obtainable leaves for the llamas was coming to an end and they wanted to see something else.

         ‘Come on,’ said Paul. ‘Let’s have a look at the sea-lions.’

         I came out of the dream and walked over to the pool with the others.

         ‘How about having a llama ourselves?’ I said.

         Paul thought for a minute.

         ‘We could,’ he said, ‘but we should probably have to have very good fencing to keep it in.’ 

         It was a practical consideration. Paul was the person who struggled with our fencing problems, building the fallen walls and putting up netting and barbed-wire in an effort to contain our wild mountain ewes. Llamas were twice as tall as sheep and would probably need the sort of fencing used for deer, though neither of us knew if a llama could jump. But I could see that the idea appealed to him. He was a mountaineer. He found anything to do with mountains was of interest and a llama was a very specialized mountain animal.

         ‘They certainly are beautiful animals,’ he said.

         Then I asked Ann and John if they would like to have a llama. ‘Yes,’ said Ann and ‘Yes,’ said John.

         After we had seen all there was to see, we went back and told Brian and Brenda that we now fancied llama-keeping. They may have been surprised but they both thought it was a good idea.

         Before our holiday was over, we paid another visit to the zoo. Again I took a long look at the llamas and again the feeling was just as strong that a llama would be right for us. The next day we went home, much refreshed after an excellent holiday and with much to think about. Now we set to work on our autumn tasks, lifting the potatoes, collecting bracken for bedding and gathering the ewe lambs ready to go away for wintering. The llama idea was still firmly fixed in my mind and we discussed it from time to time. Apart from the problems of keeping an animal which was quite outside our experience, there were two other nearly insurmountable difficulties—where did an ordinary private person buy a llama and how could we ever find the money for one? They were sure to be very expensive.

         The first thing to do was to collect more information on llamas, I decided. I wrote to the Director-Secretary of the Chester Zoological Gardens, asking if there was any reason why a llama should not be kept on a hill farm. The reply was most helpful. No, wrote the Director-Secretary, there was no reason against keeping a llama in the same way as one might keep a pet horse or cow. They were domestic animals anyway but, he added, they had the nasty habit of spitting. We had heard about the spitting already and thought that it sounded less hazardous than the biting, kicking and goring of which our present livestock was capable.

         ‘We could always get one of those notices that used to be on buses,’ said Paul. ‘“Spitting Prohibited. Penalty £5.”’

         Among our many books on animals, there was hardly a mention of llamas. The only book which yielded much information was Volume Two of Oliver Goldsmith’s Animated Nature, first published in 1774. Our copy was published in 1815 and had belonged to my great-uncle. Here we found four pages entitled: ‘A Short History of the Lama’. It was fascinating reading. A llama, I read, ‘resembles the camel, not only in its natural mildness, but in its aptitude for servitude, its moderation and its patience … like the camel, it serves to carry goods over places inaccessible to other beasts of burthen; like that, it is obedient to its driver, and often dies under, but never resists his cruelty.’

         ‘Poor creatures,’ I said. ‘If we have one, we shall try to make up to it for the sufferings of its ancestors.’

         I read that llamas ‘inhabit the highest regions of the globe, and seem to require purer air than animals of lower situations are found to enjoy’.

         ‘It’s not very high here, but I should think our air is as pure as any in the British Isles,’ I said.

         I read that llamas in ‘Potosí, and other provinces of Peru [Potosí is now in Bolivia], make the chief riches of the Indians and Spaniards who rear them: their flesh is excellent food; their hair, or rather wool, may be spun into beautiful clothing and they are capable, in the most rugged and dangerous ways, of carrying burthens not exceeding a hundred weight, with the greatest safety … they are, however, but feeble animals; and after four or five days labour, they are obliged to repose for a day or two. They are chiefly used in carrying the riches of the mines of Potosi; and we are told that there are above three hundred thousand of these animals in actual employ.’

         Then followed a description of the llama’s appearance.

         ‘I’m sure it is not “cloven-footed like an ox”,’ I said, ‘and I certainly haven’t seen “a kind of spear-like appendage behind, which assists it in moving over precipices and rugged ways”.’

         ‘You must remember,’ said Paul, ‘that that was written two hundred years ago, and Oliver Goldsmith had probably never seen a llama.’ 

         ‘Well, I hope this bit is true.’ I read out: ‘“It requires no care, nor no expense in providing for its sustenance; it is supplied with a warm covering, and therefore does not require to be housed; satisfied with vegetables and grass, it wants neither corn nor hay to subsist it; it is not less moderate in what it drinks, and exceeds even the camel in temperance.”

         ‘It sounds the ideal animal,’ said Paul.

         ‘Here’s something about the spitting,’ I said. ‘“It is supplied by Nature with saliva in such large quantities, that it spits it out on every occasion; this saliva seems to be the only offensive weapon that the harmless creature has to testify its resentment … this fluid, which, though probably no way hurtful, the Indians are much afraid of. They say, that wherever it falls, it is of such an acrimonious nature, that it will either burn the skin, or cause dangerous eruptions.” Hm, perhaps we shall have to find out what is the best ointment to apply to skin that has been burnt by spit of a very acrimonious nature!’

         I found the llama idea fascinating. From time to time I discussed it with my mother. She was a little surprised at first. Indeed she had never before considered the likelihood of owning one, but soon she was convinced that a llama was not only a possibility but a necessity. That was one of the fine things about my mother—she took a very sane view of life.

         I couldn’t discuss llama-keeping with my father just yet. There were too many unanswered questions. He would worry about them and, perhaps, create problems in his own mind where there were none. The time to tell him was when all the details were worked out and a llama was soon to arrive. I had resorted to this method years ago, before the advent of the goats in Nottingham and my Alsatian dog. It worked smoothly. My father was a great animal-lover and I was fairly certain that he would be delighted with a llama when he saw it.

         It was different with my sister, Mary. I could tell her about our llama plans and show her any llama photographs that I had found. Indeed llama plans and daydreams made a pleasant escape from her grim present. In the past, she had had a distinguished career as a teacher and had enjoyed life at Carneddi during the school holidays. Then she became ill. Though she went from specialist to specialist, the cause of her illness was not discovered until it was too late. It was found that she had a massive brain tumour which had been growing for many years. She went to Manchester for brain surgery, accompanied by our mother, and was there for the next eight months. Now she was home again. All that could be done for her at this late stage had been done. She was very ill. She could not read, write, walk or eat easily on account of pain, dizziness and sickness, though her considerable intelligence was as clear as ever. One of the few pleasures she could enjoy—as much as she could enjoy anything—was to take short walks with either Mother or me to support her. We would go slowly along one or other of the paths from Carneddi for a hundred yards or so, then find a convenient bank or rock to sit on and have a rest. We came to know every comfortable sitting-place within easy reach of the house. Here we would look at the beautiful views of the mountains which surrounded us and discuss pleasant topics, such as the garden or llama-keeping. Then we would go slowly home again, with none of Mary’s problems solved though, perhaps, they had been a little alleviated for a short time for one more day.

      

   


   
      
         

            3 The First Step

         

         The New Year came. 1973 looked as though it would be a fairly difficult year, and it was. All our farm expenses were rising rapidly but the prices that we received for our livestock remained the same. With a growing family, it was more difficult than ever to make ends meet. Mary’s illness was a constant source of worry, and at times we despaired for her. Also it saddened me to see my mother having to nurse her day and night. At the age of eighty, Mother should have been having an easy life. I did all I could to help but it was not enough.

         The weather was good that summer. We had long sunny days that were pleasant for Mary’s walks. We sheared, made silage and hay and lifted our potatoes, all in favourable weather. There was enough rain to keep the crops growing but not so much that outside work was difficult. The children and their friends, Amanda and Penny, had a craze for making camp fires that year. They boiled eggs and roasted potatoes in the embers for their supper. On most evenings a column of smoke rose from their fire down in the hollow below the cottage. There was great activity below and we could hear the sound of excited voices. The children were happy and filthy, and nobody got burnt on the camp fire. 

         We might have trials, difficulties and anxieties; hill farm life was not easy or secure, but it gave me immense satisfaction and pleasure to see children—ours and other people’s—having the tune of their lives on the farm. I loved to see them running wild on our hillside, learning the ways of animals and the lore of the countryside, without ever knowing that they were learning, and getting rosy cheeks and becoming dirty, happy and healthily tired in the process.

         Ann was seven now, a tall child with long fair hair. I felt at times that she was almost Ruth over again, she was so like me—in tastes as well as in looks. She loved the ponies and frequently rode Princess, one of the first two ponies we had bought in 1962. Although pony-breeding was not so profitable now, the ponies gave Ann so much pleasure that we considered them an indispensable part of the farm. Princess was now twenty-four years old, but she had a foal most years and was the best ride of them all. She was already broken-in for riding when we bought her and was an ideal child’s pony, besides being our best brood mare. She was lively and spirited with a competent rider, slow and careful with a beginner. If her rider fell off, she would stop and look down at the child sympathetically, waiting till she was mounted again.

         Amanda and Penny were also delighted by the ponies. They were a year or two older than Ann, but the three girls played happily together. John sometimes joined the girls but more often he tagged round with me; at times it was difficult for him to keep up with the big ones. At nearly five, he was a stocky child, big for his age, artistic, musical, something of a perfectionist and, we feared, a little deaf. He inhabited his own dream world most of the time. Perhaps he was a little like Paul, but mostly he was only like himself.

         Then, in September of that year, my father died very suddenly. Paul, the children and I had gone to mid-Wales for a camping holiday but it was cut short after four days by the shocking news. We returned immediately to the sad business of bereavement, which had never affected me closely before. I was thankful that my father had not had to endure a long illness, but I felt stunned by our sudden loss.

         After that, we carried on as one always does when farming. We missed my father’s presence and help a great deal and, at every turn, found little tasks which he used to do and now were not done, also things he had made which were there to remind us of his enthusiastic interest in the farm.

         My sister’s health was deteriorating, Mother seemed to be living solely on her immense inner strength and I worried about them most of the time. My days were spent in hurrying up and down between Carneddi and Tŷ Mawr, doing a few jobs here and a few jobs there and noticing all the time the vast number of other jobs which were piling up, not done. Beenie was a tower of strength. I don’t know how I would ever have managed without her, and Paul and I blessed the day she had come to live with us. 

         On most evenings, I would go to Carneddi after supper to sit with my mother for an hour or so before bedtime and try to lessen the emptiness left by my father’s death. Mary went to bed early and usually had her last needs attended to by nine o’clock. I would hurry up night after night, gum boots squelching through the muddy patches on the path, now often wearing my father’s old padded jacket, too big, inelegant but very warm. The path climbed up rocky steps between stone walls and then emerged to a green slope of field. Above this was the brow of the hill, just before Carneddi house and buildings came into sight. This green path was one of my favourite places. On the right, the ground dipped to the oak woods on our lower land, then to the forest and then down into the valley with the rocky ridge of Yr Arddu beyond. Ahead, the tops of the fir trees near Carneddi house towered above the rise, and behind them the rocky cliffs and heather of our higher enclosed land. To the left was the massive bulk of Moel Hebog. Sometimes the wind roared in the darkness and rain dashed against my face; at other times it was clear and peaceful, with the moon lighting up the surrounding mountains. Sometimes I walked into the edge of a cloud halfway up the path and the light from my torch was reflected back from a wall of mist, and the lights from our deep-litter henhouse made a diffused glow in the sky.

         My mother and I were industrious in the evenings. She would be busy with her knitting or mending, and I was making a large rag rug, using old blankets and woolly garments cast off by members of the family. The effect was good and I enjoyed making it. Sometimes we would watch the television news and feel thankful that we were here on our own remote hillside and away from the turmoil of the outside world. Mostly we would chat over our work and drink our coffee. We discussed the happenings of the day and, perhaps, made pleasant plans for next season’s work in the garden. Occasionally I would speculate on the possibility of having a llama.

         Then, one evening, Mother said: ‘If you can find a suitable animal, I’d like to buy a llama for you.’

         I knew Mum was a specialist in making people happy, but the thought of her spending her meagre capital on such a purchase, especially when she was so beset by troubles and hard work and might have so many other uses for it, seemed wrong.

         ‘No,’ I said, ‘you mustn’t. You can’t afford it. They are sure to be expensive—and whoever heard of an elderly lady buying a llama!’

         ‘But I should like to,’ said my mother. ‘I should like to have one. We need something to cheer us up.’

         We talked the matter over. Mother was quite sure that she wanted to buy the llama. She felt we needed something new and exciting to distract our minds from the sorrow and anxiety of Father’s death and Mary’s illness. If I really wanted a llama, she would get one for me if she could. 

         ‘If you did buy one,’ I said, ‘I could pay you back later when it had earned some money for us.’

         ‘I don’t want to be paid back,’ said Mum.

         ‘Well, we’ll see. It would be an interesting subject to write about, and I should think the wool is quite valuable too. We could use it as a pack animal to carry things up to Clogwyn.’

         The cottage at Clogwyn was perched halfway up the hillside with only a steep and stony path leading to it. No car or vehicle could get anywhere near and all supplies had to be carried there. We let it, furnished, as a holiday cottage to help to supplement our small income from farming. Llama transport would certainly add to the remote charm of the place.

         When it was time for bed, I switched on my mother’s stove and electric blanket, made her night-time drink, filled her hot water bottle, gave her pills and a goodnight kiss, and then hurried down the mountainside to Tŷ Mawr. Paul and Beenie were sitting by the fire when I reached the cottage.

         ‘Mum says she will buy a llama for us,’ I said.

         ‘Good for Mum!’

         ‘Isn’t that splendid!’

         We fell to discussing ways and means of finding one, but did not come to any conclusions. The whole idea still had a dreamlike quality, still seemed rather remote. There were sure to be dealers in zoo animals, but we had no contacts and it would be difficult and expensive to travel the country looking. But one door had opened for us—the means of finding the purchase price.

         In the autumn, Brenda and Helen, now aged two, came to stay with us again. Before they returned to Yorkshire, Brenda suggested that she should take Ann, John and me back with her for a change of scene. The only holiday we had had the year before had been the short four days’ camping in mid-Wales. It would be a pity for the children to have no holiday this year, and we accepted the invitation with enthusiasm. We had no farm student so Paul could not join us, but regretfully had to stay behind to help Beenie with the livestock.

         One of my main objectives in Harrogate was another visit to Knaresborough Zoo. With my mother’s offer behind me, I might be able to find out how one set about buying a llama.

         We went back to the zoo on another sunny autumn day. Brian had lent us a camera and we had provided ourselves with a colour film to record our holiday for Paul, and particularly to get some pictures of the Knaresborough llamas. On this visit we found there were fewer llamas than there had been in 1972. Some of the handsome black and white ones were missing, but there were two young ones—a white, and one with a brownish body and a white neck. The llamas were just as beautiful and just as friendly as we remembered them. The children collected leaves again, to feed to the faces craning over the fence. The little white llama came forward with its elders and seemed very tame, but the brown one stood huffily in the background and ignored us. It was interesting to have a close look at young animals. I guessed that these might be two or three months old but, with no previous experience, it was hard to judge. They were most attractive animals and looked like large fluffy toys.

         After a long look at the llamas, I set about plucking up my courage to do some fact-finding. Now was the time to have a chat with Mr Nyoka. I found him busy among the animal cages. He was a powerfully built man, with a slight limp. He wore a bush jacket and looked, unmistakably, the lion-trainer and White Hunter. I was thankful that he was so friendly and approachable, as I felt that inquiries about the purchase of a llama—particularly from a middle-aged woman in neat, town clothes with a handbag and well-shined shoes—might seem a little odd, but he appeared quite composed. We were soon chatting about the animals. I found he was a brilliant showman and raconteur. He told us that he was born into the circus, had never been to school and had gone on many safaris in Africa, collecting animals. Ann and John listened, enthralled. Their suspicion that school was unnecessary was now confirmed. To please them, Mr Nyoka fetched herrings for the sea-lions and let the creatures out of their enclosure. They came flopping and honking round our feet, while he tossed the fish to them. Then, when the feeding was over, he opened their gate and they flopped obediently back to their pool. 

         I found it fascinating to be in the company of someone who was so much at home with such a wide variety of animals. Now I asked him about the llamas: were there any problems with them? Did they keep healthy? No problems, said Mr Nyoka, they were very easy animals to keep—but it was clear that the big cats were his special favourites and that he found llamas were a little dull in comparison. I explained that I wanted to buy a young llama to keep on the farm and asked if he thought that one by itself would be happy, since by nature they were herd animals.

         ‘It would be all right.’ he said. ‘It’s the same with all animals—if you give them plenty of fuss, you’re their friend and they aren’t lonely.’

         I asked Mr Nyoka if there were likely to be more young llamas next year. Would he consider selling one to me? I said that we would be very short of hay that winter and needed time to get prepared but that we definitely wanted one next year. Oh, yes, he said, he thought there would be more young next spring. He would be quite willing to sell one of them.

         This rather took my breath away. It was all so easy. There were no problems. I might have been shopping for half a pound of tea. We left the zoo, having taken many photographs, feeling quite excited.

         That evening, after the children were in bed, I telephoned Paul to hear how everything was faring at Carneddi and to tell him what had happened at the zoo. He was delighted to hear that buying a llama was quite a simple business, with none of the difficulties that we had anticipated. He quite agreed that next summer was the time to take the plunge. It would give us a chance to get used to the idea.

         The days of our holiday slipped past with pleasant outings and picnics for the children. Ann, Helen and John were great friends and Brenda was an ideal hostess. But I kept thinking about those young llamas at the zoo. Why wait until next year? I felt sure that Mr Nyoka was willing to sell one of them now. Certainly we were very short of hay, and fodder was appallingly dear, but would the situation be any better next year? A baby llama would not eat much. Why waste a whole year? I began to feel that we had an opportunity now which ought not to be missed. I began to feel a sense of urgency. Anything could happen in twelve months.

         A couple of days before it was time to go home, I rang Paul again and we exchanged the news.

         Then: ‘How would it be if I tried to buy one of those young llamas now? It seems a pity to waste a year and I’m dying to have one. They’re both females. I don’t think they’re weaned yet so we should have a few months’ grace to get organized. Shall I try to arrange something with Mr Nyoka?’

         ‘Have a go,’ said Paul.

         ‘OK, I’ll see what I can do.’

         The next day Brenda and Helen, Ann, John and I all trooped back to the zoo again. This time I was here to do business. We paid at the entrance and went along the gravel walk between the llama pen and the vulture cage. It was quite early and nobody else seemed to be at the zoo. The children knew their way round now and ran on ahead to see their favourite animals—Ann to the pony and the donkey, John to the lion, while little Helen zigzagged from one to another. We found Mr Nyoka by the panther cages. He stopped working and greeted us in a friendly way.

         ‘I’ve been thinking about the llamas,’ I said, ‘and my husband and I have decided after all that we should like to buy a llama this year. Will you sell one of the two young ones?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Mr Nyoka. ‘Which one would you like?’

         I had already decided that the brown baby looked the better of the two. I liked its colour and it appeared to be in better condition than the other, but the tameness of the white one was very appealing. It was hard to decide.

         By this time, Mrs Nyoka had joined us. Since there was no one about at the zoo at that early hour, she had let the little white llama and its mother, Grace, out of the enclosure for some exercise. The baby’s name, I learnt, was June. Grace was delighted to have some freedom and was galumphing joyfully along the gravel walks, head held high, long skirts of wool flapping with every stride, and little June scuttling along behind. I watched, fascinated. It was an extraordinary sight and reminded me of a down-at-heel duchess, suddenly gone skittish, with scarves and skirts a-flying, and beads and bangles dangling.

         ‘We can’t sell June,’ said Mrs Nyoka, ‘I’m too fond of her.’
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