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And the souls of whom thou lovest


Walk upon the winds with lightness


P. B. Shelley


‘Hymn to the Spirit of Nature’




I dedicate this book to cats everywhere




A FESTIVE CHRISTMAS


It was after midnight as I lay awake in Owl Cottage. All was calm and still now the wind had dropped. Lower down the bed, under the patchwork quilt, I could feel the body of Toby Jug, my three-year-old Maine Coon cat, lying across my ankles and warming my feet like a hot-water bottle. This was his preferred sleeping position during cold weather.


It was the third week in December 1968 and Alnwick College, where I taught, was closed for the Christmas break, which meant that I was on holiday until early January. It had been a term of hard work and I was exhausted, but that night I could not sleep. Reaching out, I drew back the curtains at the bedside window to look out on the garden and watched as a silver half-moon cast pale shadows between the trees. Nothing stirred, but earlier I’d heard the cries of a little owl from an adjacent copse.


Pangs of hunger drove me downstairs to the kitchen where I prepared a quick snack of a corned beef sandwich lathered in mustard and a hot mug of Earl Grey tea to wash it down. At the side of my plate I left a thin slice of meat without mustard for my erstwhile companion who, sure enough, appeared just as I poked the sitting-room fire back into life. Wherever I went Toby Jug followed, if he could, and in the cottage we were inseparable. Wrapping a woollen rug around my shoulders, I snuggled into the armchair by the fire and prepared to enjoy the midnight feast. Meanwhile, a sleepy-eyed cat scrambled onto the arm of the chair and stared intently at me. As usual I felt obliged to offer an explanation.


‘I just couldn’t sleep, Toby, and I was so hungry. Sorry I woke you but I’ve made you a tasty bite.’


I turned my plate in his direction so he could reach the proffered morsel of corned beef. He yawned twice to let me know that getting up in the middle of the night, except in an emergency, required quite some effort even for a nocturnally minded creature like himself. He accepted the refreshment as recompense for his trouble.


As the fire blazed we happily ate our food and I drank my brew. Soon after, comforted by the warmth and the food, I started to drift off with a black and white cat purring contentedly on my lap. As sleep started to catch hold of me, memories of this little cat, some good, some frightening, slipped into my mind – including the terrible night when I tracked across the fields to find a soon to be orphaned kitten. I nursed that kitten back to health, and, from that day on, Toby Jug and I had shared great adventures together.


We were both still young, and in many ways we were both still finding our feet in the world. I was looking forward to the year ahead, wondering what new adventures the next twelve months and the changing of the seasons would bring. Little did I know, as I stroked Toby’s fur and sleep gently took full hold of us both, quite what a year 1969 was going to turn out to be. I would remember it forever.


I awoke slowly, soothed by the serenity of the old cottage. This was the home I had chosen when I was appointed to a lectureship at Alnwick College of Education. The cottage in the village of West Thirston was stone built and dated from the beginning of the eighteenth century. Its massively thick walls and old-fashioned construction gave it a quaint, rustic appearance that I had found irresistibly appealing. It was just what I’d always dreamed of having as my home someday. It was cool in summer but warm in winter, especially when the open log fire was burning. The view from each window looked out onto a landscape of trees and flowering bushes. I loved the place – it was my Shangri-la.


Suddenly I had an urge to go for a walk and refresh my tired mind. It was still dark outside but daylight could not be far off and it would do my heart good to savour the freedom of the break from work. As I dressed, Toby Jug ran into the small kitchen and whined for his breakfast.


‘We’ll eat later,’ I told him, ‘after our walk.’


He was not impressed by this and kept nudging my leg with his head to indicate that he wanted his food now. Looking down at his sturdy little form, I felt again the deep attachment I had for this beloved cat of mine. Relenting somewhat, I placed a small handful of dry biscuits in the feeding bowl. 3


‘There now,’ I said. ‘Let that suffice till we get back.’ This did not go down at all well.


As I slipped into my sheepskin jacket and reached for my walking stick, Toby, still chewing on a mouthful of biscuits, rushed to the door eager not to be left behind. From a coat hook I took down his harness and lead – I didn’t want him running off into danger in the dark. On leaving the cottage I heard the French clock on the mantelpiece chime six o’clock. The ancient timepiece was a much-valued memento from my maternal grandmother and I lovingly wound its delicate mechanism every week.


A hoar frost covered the ground and the earth crunched under my feet. Toby Jug padded along at my side, seemingly as happy as I was to be out in the fresh, frosty air. Now and again he would pull off to one side as he scented something worth investigating, but just for now, for caution’s sake, I kept him on a tight lead. As we skirted the old donkey meadow at Willowbrook Farm I could see ahead the inky black mass of Stag Wood looming on the horizon.


Moonlight had lit the path but the sun was now rising to unveil our surroundings. We stopped for a breather by the cattle grid and I leaned on the stile. Toby Jug jumped up beside me and whined to my face, causing me to chuckle at his impatience to carry on with our walk.


The sky was now beginning to brighten. Strands of dawn light crept along the ground and faintly illuminated the ragged grasses and thorn bushes lining the woodland edge. The scene was rapidly changing as the wild terrain became clearer with every passing minute. A seeping glow invaded the woodland, giving rise to a trace of birdsong that all at once swelled to a chorus of trills and warbles. We stood together, cat and man, enchanted by the experience. Nothing, I thought, surpasses the charm bestowed by an English wood, whatever the season.


With our spirits uplifted, we moved deeper into the forest. Tendrils of mist from the damp ground encircled the tree trunks, and foraging shrews and roe deer roused to meet the demands of a winter’s day. We came upon open patches where there was still some grass toned with a frosty sheen like green silk. This was the domain of the rabbits whose burrows had tunnelled an age-old living space underground. Today they were out en masse, feeding early, a sure sign that rain was due, and the pregnant does amongst the rabbits had pressing appetites.


Vigilant bucks were on guard, keeping a wary lookout for badger and fox, but they were not alarmed as we passed by at a safe distance. Toby Jug tugged at the lead, moved by a desire to join them, but I kept him tied firmly to hand, remembering how he’d once, to my dismay, chased some rabbits down a burrow.


Eventually the morning sunbeams were eclipsed by darkening clouds. As we continued our walk the onset of rain intermingled with icy sleet dampened the ground, which prompted Toby Jug to stop and shake his paws in irritation. We lingered by a high stand of willows that afforded us some shelter under their canopy of leaves. Bubbling springwater fed the pool nearby. Here in summer dippers dived for beetle larvae amid streaks of turquoise and crimson as kingfishers plunged for minnows. In spring, crested newts in the depths of the pond would flash their mating colours of vermilion and black stripes, but today these miniature dragons were nowhere to be seen. The pool was beginning to freeze over as Toby Jug and I stared down into its depths.


Toby was starting to look bedraggled in the rain and wasn’t happy about the situation.


‘Time to turn back and go home, Toby,’ I said, and received what I took to be a thankful glance from my cat.


As we returned we passed through a plantation of pines and firs where deer often rested and concealed their fawns. A red squirrel, startled at our intrusion, chittered angrily at us from on high. We pressed on with thoughts of breakfast and the comforts of home. Toby Jug, ignoring the protestations of the squirrel, led the way, head down, and ploughed on like the gutsy little fellow he was.


Soon we came in sight of the cottage and I let Toby’s lead loose so that he could race ahead. When I reached the door he was perched on the windowsill giving himself a preliminary tongue-wash to deal with his saturated fur.


Once inside the cottage, I picked up the rain-soaked cat and, placing him on the kitchen bench, gave him a thorough rub down with a thick towel I kept for his use alone. He soon resembled a fluffy ball of fur. He was a fine-looking, healthy cat, mostly black with a skewed white dab on his face, which gave him a quizzical expression. His chest had a large patch of white fur that extended under his chin. All four paws ended in white socks which could be mistaken for spats and gave him the dapper look of the dandy. Dry and clean once more, he looked a real ‘Bobby Dazzler’ as he jumped down, anxious for a feed.


I heated some gold-top milk, full of Jersey cream, in a small saucepan. Next I broke a plain digestive biscuit in half and placed the crumbs in Toby’s dish. Adding the warm milk would give him a delicious treat such as he used to have when he was a sickly kitten. The rest of the milk would go into my hot coffee. Opening a cupboard, I took an unopened bottle of five-star brandy, a present from the staff of the college at our end-of-term Christmas party. A generous dollop of the golden spirit in my coffee would do wonders to restore inner warmth after the bracing walk in the woods.


Meanwhile, Toby Jug began to sing, or else purr loudly, as he gobbled his milky pick-me-up. As I listened to his engaging song I thought that singing was just what was required. Tonight, after dinner, I’d play some Verdi to liven up the evening.


Now I had a log fire to prepare and candles, lots of candles, to set around the parlour with its arched stone fireplace and inset iron oven with stone ledges for pots and pans. When the fire took hold, its blazing heat would permeate the whole cottage and render the place snug and warm. Afterwards I would prepare a pan of Northumbrian vegetable broth made with barley, leeks, onions, carrots and as many other vegetables, including potatoes and red lentils, as I could find from my garden store. I’d then cook it slowly on the stone ledge at the side of the open fire. Six hours of simmering heat would turn the broth into a classic life-saver.


As I carried out these chores I was amused to see Toby Jug playing a vigorous game of pawball with one of his favourite red balls, and I recalled the incident of the neighbour’s stolen tomatoes, which he mistook for red balls during his first year of life.


‘Oh well, a cat must do what a cat must do; no question of that where Toby Jug’s concerned!’ I mused to myself. In the meantime, I determined to hunt out some of the Christmas decorations I’d stored away in the loft last year.


Tomorrow I’d go shopping in Morpeth and see if I could buy a small fir tree. I also needed to collect holly and ivy from the garden to give the cottage a seasonal look. With a decorated Christmas tree adorning the space in front of the patio door, a streamer of multicoloured lights hanging above the fireplace and a multitude of candles everywhere, plus a pot of broth bubbling alongside the fire, the cottage would have a cosy festive atmosphere. All that was needed was a large goose and a supply of mince pies. For good measure I would fish out my copy of Dickens’s A Christmas Carol to re-read by the fire and my celebration would be complete.


Outside the sky was darkening, but still the bird feeder hanging by the window was in huge demand by the blue tits and goldfinches, together with a motley collection of ravenous sparrows, robin redbreasts and a nuthatch. They all relied on me for their daily feed of seeds and peanuts. Toby Jug, however, did not approve. He made rattling noises with his teeth and whined whenever he caught sight of the birds through the window.


A sudden noise by the back door alerted my attention. Toby Jug heard it too and ceased his game to stare towards the hallway. When I opened the door there was a plump hare hanging from the door handle. A movement in the garden caught my eye and I saw a retreating figure wearing a cap and scarf, accompanied by a lean black lurcher. I knew at once who’d left the game: Tom and his dog.


We hardly ever met and even less rarely talked, but he accepted me as someone who minded his own business. Our acquaintance began one night when I was taking a walk with Toby Jug. We were down by the bank of the Coquet River when I came across a man catching salmon in the shallows with a hooked tool called a gaff. He was knee-deep in the river and in plain sight. We made eye contact as I walked by and I bade him goodnight abruptly, anxious to exit the scene.


I realized on reflection that he would have been worried that I would report him to the Water Bailiff for illegal fishing: if convicted, a heavy fine and possibly a prison sentence would follow. Salmon fishing earned big money and the stock was the monopoly of the landowner – the Duke of Northumberland. I had no intention of reporting the fisherman, as age-old country practices like a spot of poaching add to the flavour of a community.


Since then, whenever we met he treated me with marked respect. He had obviously found out my name and greeted me as ‘Doc’, probably because of my initials rather than my university doctorate. He once told me that his name was Tom and that he lived alone in a cottage in the woods and did odd handyman jobs around the village. Occasionally he would leave me a trout or a brace of quail as a friendly gesture, hence the hare tonight. In spring he often left me half a dozen double-yolked pheasant eggs he got from his brother, who worked on the Duke’s estate. The eggs made delicious omelettes.


Respect and trust, once it is earned in a small village, is never forgotten. I decided to hang the hare in my cold pantry and in the New Year we’d have jugged hare for dinner, thanks to Tom and his dog.


Next morning I set off in the car on my shopping trip. To his disappointment I didn’t take Toby with me since I expected that some of the things I wanted would necessitate a further journey to Newcastle upon Tyne. As I drove away I could see my cat in the rear-view mirror straddled high in the old apple tree branches, watching the car disappearing up the road. I knew that whenever I left he missed me, but I trusted that he understood I would return. I’d make it up to him tonight but I didn’t feel that he would be safe alone in a car parked in the city.


Shopping a few days before Christmas is always a hectic affair but I have to admit that I’m addicted to the festive mood created by Christmas lights and the sound of the carols – a morale booster in the face of harsh weather.


After a full day at the shops I was ready for home. I’d bought a large oven-ready goose from a poultry trader in the Grainger Market. Since I had recently been promoted to Head of Department I could afford to be indulgent so I also bought several presents for the cottage, chiefly coloured candles and some long-playing records of classical music. Sheila Nutley, head of music at the college, had given me a recording of Tchaikovsky’s ballet music for Christmas to balance what she considered to be my ‘macho’ personality. I intended to impress her with my knowledge of opera next term.


Also, I had a secret. In one of the high cupboards in the kitchen, which I had at last got around to cleaning, I found a tattered recipe book from the mid-eighteenth century which described how best to cook a goose in traditional Old English fashion. I decided to cook my goose using this method. As the recipe required some additional items that I hadn’t been able to get in Newcastle, I would have to make a special trip to Rothbury, which allegedly had one of the best butcher’s shops in the world. I was sure they would have what I needed and Toby would love making the trip too.


Toby Jug appeared in the driveway as if by magic as soon as the car returned. He felt that he had to sniff each and every one of the parcels as I carried them into the cottage. The ancient goose recipe had fired my imagination and I wanted to copy the way others in the past had celebrated Christmas in my cottage. The notion had an exciting, Dickensian quality about it.


I gave Toby Jug a plate of chicken livers while I had a welcome mug of tea and an egg-and-cress sandwich. Then I set about the preparations I had in mind. First of all, I lit the fire and, as the firewood and the logs took hold, I could not resist kneeling in front of it for a few moments to relish the luxuriant heat. The ancient stone fireplace was my only form of heating, except a single-bar electric fire, and it was the soul of our cottage. I say ‘our’ because in all respects Toby Jug shared my life here and his lively presence had turned the cottage into a home. Having finished his dinner, he now joined me and our faces glowed in the firelight.


Sometime later I had assembled enough bric-a-brac to engender the yuletide spirit I had planned. The small tree, set firmly in its container, was placed in prime position in front of the glass patio door. I persuaded myself that a string of sparkling tinsel and a few glass baubles gave the tree an elegant look. I hoped it would survive indoors for a couple of weeks so that I could later plant it in the garden.


Then I started to prepare the mixture for a broth and when it was ready I poured it into a pot-bellied pan, which I put at the side of the fire to cook slowly. I had discovered this iron pot, whose shape resembled a witches’ cauldron, when I was clearing out the woodshed. It now held pride of place by the fire and had served up some magnificent stews. Furthermore, the broth when ready would serve many days as a pick-me-up, especially if the weather worsened, which was more than likely. Next I arranged the candles around the room.


Then I cooked a thick steak with potato mash and peas for my own dinner, but whilst I was eating Toby performed his usual begging act and was not content until I’d cut him a thin slice of steak, a simple enough gesture as a token of my love for him. I made a pretence of criticizing him for being greedy but it was very much tongue-in-cheek. In his mind, what was good for me must also be good for him, a policy from which he never deviated. After all, I was the only family he knew and he hadn’t had a mother cat as role model. Everything I did was a learning curve for his maturing personality. I was everything to him because he had known nobody else in his life as a kitten.


Relaxing in the armchair by the fireside, I was at last able to appreciate my efforts to create an atmosphere of snug comfort in the room. The warming red glow from the fire and the soft light from the candles created an old-world enchantment. Last night I had gone to bed early to catch up on sleep, but tonight I meant to play some opera. I’d chosen a recording of Verdi’s Rigoletto. As the music swelled around me, Toby Jug dozed by the hearth.


After the music finished, the melodies were still resounding in my head and I couldn’t bear to switch on my tiny radio. Turning on the radio only to hear repeated reports of doom and gloom was fast becoming an aversion to me. This might have been a residue from my childhood experiences during the Second World War when people were terrified at the prospect of listening to yet more bad news on the radio.


There were many such comfy occasions to be enjoyed in Owl Cottage during the winters that Toby Jug was there with me. As the turn of the year approached, I knew that the memory of a certain snow-filled night in January 1966 would come to mind. I would never forget the traumatic events of that night when I had rescued the silver she-cat and her two kittens. That night a barely alive, minute creature had entered my life and changed it forever.


The next day we set off on the twisting rural roads for Rothbury. Despite the weather, which was raw and damp, the drive was pleasant especially when the sun appeared, albeit infrequently. The butcher’s was crammed with customers, but eventually it was my turn to be served and I was not disappointed. I purchased just what I wanted, fresh from the extensive cold store: a large cockerel and a plump partridge, complete with feathers, and for good measure half a dozen links of venison sausage and a jar of duck fat.


Returning to the car with a heavy bag full to the brim, I sent Toby into wild gyrations of excitement, but I had one more call to make that would please him even more: to buy fish and chips for lunch. I parked by the river and we shared the spoils: he had a fried fish with the batter removed whilst I ate the rest supplemented with tasty mushy peas. Meanwhile, we watched the swans and the ducks on the river and I caught a glimpse of a water vole angling through the reed beds.


On the drive home I became aware that there was going to be a change in the weather. There was no sunshine anymore – just scudding clouds and a fierce wind stripping the trees of their remaining leaves and scattering twigs across the road. As we drew nearer home it began to snow heavily, and when I stepped from the car a flock of rooks flew in cackling chorus across the darkening sky to their rookery among the pine trees just across the road from our garden. The view out towards Cheviot was fast becoming obscured but I could still discern the summit coated white with snow before the weather drove us indoors. I paused by the conservatory window simply to gaze at the scene unfolding outside. Toby jumped onto the windowsill and we both stared mesmerized as the snowfall created a frosted wilderness in our garden. I recalled the remarkable fact from a school physics lesson that each snowflake has a unique shape and size, just one of the marvels of nature.


‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ I said, and Toby wagged his tail in affirmation. There is something quite special, even for a cat, about witnessing the first snowfall of winter.


Once inside the cottage we huddled by the fire, which I poked alive, and then I noticed for the first time this winter that both Toby Jug and I were shivering with the chill. No doubt a foretaste of things to come. Still, the trip today had proved most successful and tomorrow Toby Jug would find the plucking and cleaning of the fowl an enthralling experience. I hoped I would, too, as I’d never done anything like it before. When I examined the yellowed pages of the age-old recipe again, I noticed in faded writing the title ‘Jacobean Christmas Fayre’. I was sure that if all went well my cat and I were in for a real treat.


I decided that I would pluck the birds outside on the patio to the side of the conservatory, which would be clear of snow since there was a roof overhang. It was sure to be a messy business and I didn’t want feathers all over the house. Of course, I also realized that a possible disruptive factor in these proceedings would be Toby Jug. In this respect I was not mistaken, but I did underestimate the amount of chaos his behaviour would cause.


The next morning I took a small wooden stool outside and placed the two fowl, ready for plucking, on the garden wall at my side. Toby Jug was all amazement, not being sure what to expect. As soon as I started to pluck the birds he began to play chase the feathers. Soon, the pile of feathers grew, causing him to indulge in a manic phase of repeatedly charging the growing mound and then pouncing on individual clumps. In no time at all he had feathers in his mouth, feathers stuck to his paws and eventually feathers covering every inch of his body as he rolled around in an ecstasy of playtime. It was impossible to restrain him.


Then came the downside. He began to sneeze and cough and finally developed a choking fit because some feathers had got into his throat. Grabbing him by the scruff of the neck, I put two fingers in his mouth and quickly began fishing out tufts of feathery bits that were blocking his airway.


‘Silly little cat. What are you?’


He was in a right mess and soaked to the skin with rolling about in the snow. The only recourse I could think of, now his mouth was clear, was to take him inside for a good brush and a warm bath. I filled the large stone kitchen sink with warm water and a drop of mild shampoo, plonked him in and gave him a thorough bathe.


It took two large towels to dry him and then I used a hair-dryer on a low setting. Even so, he hated the blasts of hot air on his body. Over an hour later I was able to resume my job with the fowl, only to be subjected to repeated wails from a cat glued to the kitchen window, desperate to be out again.


I spent three hours plucking and cleaning the birds but eventually they were ready for the pot. I swept the feathers into a bucket which I stored in the woodshed – in the spring I would put the pail out for the garden birds to help themselves to nesting material.


Toby Jug was in a huff because I’d shut him inside most of the afternoon, but once the fire was burning and the food was being prepared he brightened up and became his old affable self. I took time out to stroke and fondle him just so he would know that things were all right between us.


We ate supper in front of the log fire which, together with a full stomach, is an irresistible precursor to the need for sleep. It had been an eventful day and we were both tired. Tomorrow would be Christmas Eve and I would prepare the birds for the oven. I left the pot of broth bubbling away as I mounted the stairs, preceded by the little lord himself, and soon Toby and I were both happily tucked away in dreamland.


I awoke to the sound of scratching at the bedroom window. It was Toby Jug trying to see through the frosted window panes. Sometimes he was able to lick a patch clear, but the frost was too hard for him this morning. The temperature had fallen steeply during the night and frost had covered every window in the cottage except in the sitting room where the fire still gave off some heat.


I dressed quickly in the cold bedroom, adding a thick woollen sweater on top of a thin roll-neck jumper made of lamb’s wool and a vest. The Northumbrian climate necessitates lots of insulation during wintertime, especially in a cottage with no central heating.


Reviving the fire was easy since a first rake revealed lots of red embers. Before banking it with logs I tipped three shovels of coal onto some sticks. When it took hold I pulled back the grate and pushed hot coals under the huge fireside oven where I would cook the birds. The small electric oven in the kitchen was not big enough for the goose and also I wanted to cook the Christmas meal in the traditional cottage way using the same method as the people living here before me. Piling on the hardwood logs, I soon had a mighty hot blaze defrosting the cottage.


Whilst I was busy with the fire, Toby Jug was harassing me for his breakfast, which was number one priority on his agenda. I did my best to ignore him, as I intended to cook a panful of venison sausages with fried bread later. After a while he stopped wailing but he followed me everywhere, just in case I sneaked away to eat breakfast without him.


In a short while the cottage felt a lot warmer and I decided to listen to a recording of Christmas carols sung by the University Choir at King’s College, Cambridge. One of my favourite carols, ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’, was playing as I fried the sausages in duck fat, essential to bring out the venison flavour. Outside in the garden the scene was a polar landscape, with finches and sparrows mounting a feeding frenzy at the bird feeders despite the frequent showers of snow.


We ate breakfast on the small table in the kitchen. Toby Jug had two sausages which I’d cut into thin pieces in his dish for him at the opposite side of the table. This was how we had our meals during the times when I did not have to rush off to college. It was a familiar setting for us, but I suppose a visitor might have found this somewhat bizarre.


I had four sausages and two buns cut in half and fried in the duck fat until crisp. A half-pint mug of Earl Grey tea made the meal complete. As I cleared away our dishes Toby took a prowl outside to do his business and I took advantage of his absence to dress the birds for cooking.


Having washed the three birds thoroughly inside and out, I followed the instructions in the ragged recipe book and carefully inserted the partridge inside the body cavity of the cockerel. I then sealed the cavity with cocktail sticks pierced through the loose skin. Next I cut a lemon in half and rubbed the cockerel all over with the juice to soften the skin. After this I packed the cockerel carcass inside the goose and again sealed the cavity. The birds were now ready for the oven.
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