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  This was a very different uniform. The wellingtons and breeches of my country vet days seemed far away as I climbed into the baggy flying suit and pulled on the sheepskin boots

  and the gloves – the silk ones first then the big clumsy pair on top. It was all new but I had a feeling of pride.




  Leather helmet and goggles next, then I fastened on my parachute, passing the straps over my shoulders and between my legs and buckling them against my chest before shuffling out of the flight

  hut on to the long stretch of sunlit grass.




  Flying Officer Woodham was waiting for me there. He was to be my instructor and he glanced at me apprehensively as though he didn’t relish the prospect. With his dark boyish good looks he

  resembled all the pictures I had seen of Battle of Britain pilots and in fact, like all our instructors, he had been through this crisis in our history. They had been sent here as a kind of holiday

  after their tremendous experience but it was said that they regarded their operations against the enemy as a picnic compared with this. They had faced the might of the Luftwaffe without flinching

  but we terrified them.




  As we walked over the grass I could see one of my friends coming in to land. The little biplane slewed and weaved crazily in the sky. It just missed a clump of trees, then about fifty feet from

  the ground it dropped like a stone, bounced high on its wheels, bounced twice again then zig-zagged to a halt. The helmeted head in the rear cockpit jerked and nodded as though it were making some

  pointed remarks to the head in front. Flying Officer Woodham’s face was expressionless but I knew what he was thinking. It was his turn next.




  The Tiger Moth looked very small and alone on the wide stretch of green. I climbed up and strapped myself into the cockpit while my instructor got in behind me. He went through the drill which I

  would soon know by heart like a piece of poetry. A fitter gave the propeller a few turns for priming. Then ‘Contact!’, the fitter swung the prop, the engine roared, the chocks were

  pulled away from the wheels and we were away, bumping over the grass, then suddenly and miraculously lifting and soaring high over the straggle of huts into the summer sky with the patchwork of the

  soft countryside of southern England unfolding beneath us.




  I felt a sudden elation, not just because I liked the sensation but because I had waited so long for this moment. The months of drilling and marching and studying navigation had been leading up

  to the time when I would take to the air and now it had arrived.




  FO Woodham’s voice came over the intercom. ‘Now you’ve got her. Take the stick and hold her steady. Watch the artificial horizon and keep it level. See that cloud ahead? Line

  yourself up with it and keep your nose on it.’




  I gripped the joystick in my gauntleted hand. This was lovely. And easy, too. They had told me flying would be a simple matter and they had been right. It was child’s play. Cruising along

  I glanced down at the grandstand of Ascot racecourse far below.




  I was just beginning to smile happily when a voice crashed in my ear. ‘Relax, for God’s sake! What the hell are you playing at?’




  I couldn’t understand him. I felt perfectly relaxed and I thought I was doing fine, but in the mirror I could see my instructor’s eyes glaring through his goggles.




  ‘No, no, no! That’s no bloody good I Relax, can’t you hear me, relax!’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ I quavered and immediately began to stiffen up. I couldn’t imagine what was troubling the man but as I began to stare with increasing desperation, now at the

  artificial horizon, then at the nose of the aircraft against the cloud ahead, the noises over the intercom became increasingly apoplectic.




  I didn’t seem to have a single problem, yet all I could hear were curses and groans and on one occasion the voice rose to a scream. ‘Get your bloody finger out, will you!’




  I stopped enjoying myself and a faint misery welled in me. And as always when that happened I began to think of Helen and the happier life I had left behind. In the open cockpit the wind

  thundered in my ears, lending vivid life to the picture forming in my mind.




  The wind was thundering here, too, but it was against the window of our bedsitter. It was early November and a golden autumn had changed with brutal suddenness to arctic cold. For two weeks an

  icy rain had swept the grey towns and villages which huddled in the folds of the Yorkshire Dales, turning the fields into shallow lakes and the farmyards into squelching mud-holes.




  Everybody had colds. Some said it was flu, but whatever it was it decimated the population. Half of Darrowby seemed to be in bed and the other half sneezing at each other.




  I myself was on a knife edge, crouching over the fire, sucking an antiseptic lozenge and wincing every time I had to swallow. My throat felt raw and there was an ominous tickling at the back of

  my nose. I shivered as the rain hurled a drumming cascade of water against the glass. I was all alone in the practice. Siegfried had gone away for a few days and I just daren’t catch

  cold.




  It all depended on tonight. If only I could stay indoors and then have a good sleep I could throw this off, but as I glanced over at the phone on the bedside table it looked like a crouching

  beast ready to spring.




  Helen was sitting on the other side of the fire, knitting. She didn’t have a cold – she never did. And even in those early days of our marriage I couldn’t help feeling it was a

  little unfair. Even now, thirty-five years later, things are just the same and, as I go around sniffling, I still feel tight-lipped at her obstinate refusal to join me.




  I pulled my chair closer to the blaze. There was always a lot of night work in our kind of practice but maybe I would be lucky. It was eight o’clock with never a cheep, and perhaps fate

  had decreed that I would not be hauled out into that sodden darkness in my weakened state.




  Helen came to the end of a row and held up her knitting. It was a sweater for me, about half done.




  ‘How does it look, Jim?’ she asked.




  I smiled. There was something in her gesture that seemed to epitomize our life together. I opened my mouth to tell her it was simply smashing when the phone pealed with a suddenness which made

  me bite my tongue.




  Tremblingly I lifted the receiver while horrid visions of calving heifers floated before me. An hour with my shirt off would just tip me nicely over the brink.




  ‘This is Sowden of Long Pasture,’ a voice croaked.




  ‘Yes, Mr Sowden?’ I gripped the phone tightly. I would know my fate in a moment.




  ‘I ’ave a big calf ’ere. Looks very dowly and gruntin’ bad. Will ye come?’




  A long breath of relief escaped me. A calf with probable stomach trouble. It could have been a lot worse.




  ‘Right, I’ll see you in twenty minutes,’ I said.




  As I turned back to the cosy warmth of the little room the injustice of life smote me.




  ‘I’ve got to go out, Helen.’




  ‘Oh, no.’




  ‘Yes, and I have this cold coming on,’ I whimpered. ‘And just listen to that rain.’




  ‘Yes, you must wrap up well, Jim.’




  I scowled at her. ‘That place is ten miles away, and a cheerless dump if ever there was one. There’s not a warm corner anywhere.’ I fingered my aching throat. ‘A trip out

  there’s just what I need – I’m sure I’ve got a temperature.’ I don’t know if all veterinary surgeons blame their wives when they get an unwanted call, but heaven

  help me, I’ve done it all my life.




  Instead of giving me a swift kick in the pants Helen smiled up at me. ‘I’m really sorry, Jim, but maybe it won’t take you long. And you can have a bowl of hot soup when you get

  back.’




  I nodded sulkily. Yes, that was something to look forward to. Helen had made some brisket broth that day, rich and meaty, crowded with celery, leeks and carrots and with a flavour to bring a man

  back from the dead. I kissed her and trailed off into the night.




  Long Pasture Farm was in the little hamlet of Dowsett and I had travelled this narrow road many times. It snaked its way high into the wild country and on summer days the bare lonely hills had a

  serene beauty; treeless and austere, but with a clean wind sweeping over the grassy miles.




  But tonight as I peered unhappily through the streaming windscreen the unseen surrounding black bulk pressed close and I could imagine the dripping stone walls climbing high to the summits where

  the rain drove across the moorland, drenching the heather and bracken, churning the dark mirrors of the bog water into liquid mud.




  When I saw Mr Sowden I realized that I was really quite fit. He had obviously been suffering from the prevalent malady for some time, but like most farmers he just had to keep going at his hard

  ceaseless work. He looked at me from swimming eyes, gave a couple of racking coughs that almost tore him apart and led me into the buildings. He held an oil lamp high as we entered a lofty barn and

  in the feeble light I discerned various rusting farm implements, a heap of potatoes and another of turnips and in a corner a makeshift pen where my patient stood.




  It wasn’t the two-week-old baby calf I had half expected, but a little animal of six months, almost stirk age, but not well grown. It had all the signs of a ‘bad doer’ –

  thin and pot-bellied with its light roan coat hanging in a thick overgrown fringe below its abdomen.




  ‘Allus been a poor calf,’ Mr Sowden wheezed between coughs. ‘Never seemed to put on flesh. Rain stopped for a bit this afternoon, so ah let ’im out for a bit of fresh air

  and now look at ’im.’




  I climbed into the pen and as I slipped the thermometer into the rectum I studied the little creature. He offered no resistance as I gently pushed him to one side, his head hung down and he

  gazed apathetically at the floor from deep sunk eyes. Worst of all was the noise he was making. It was more than a grunt – rather a long, painful groan repeated every few seconds.




  ‘It certainly looks like his stomach,’ I said. ‘Which field was he in this afternoon?’




  ‘I nobbut let ’im have a walk round t’orchard for a couple of hours.’




  ‘I see.’ I looked at the thermometer. The temperature was subnormal. ‘I suppose there’s a bit of fruit lying around there.’




  Mr Sowden went into another paroxysm, then leaned on the boards of the pen to recover his breath. ‘Aye, there’s apples and pears all over t’grass. Had a helluva crop this

  year.’




  I put the stethoscope over the rumen and instead of the normal surge and bubble of the healthy stomach I heard only a deathly silence. I palpated the flank and felt the typical doughy fullness

  of impaction.




  ‘Well, Mr Sowden, I think he’s got a bellyful of fruit and it’s brought his digestion to a complete halt. He’s in a bad way.’




  The farmer shrugged. ‘Well, if ’e’s just a bit bunged up, a good dose of linseed oil ’ud shift ’im.’




  ‘I’m afraid it’s not as simple as that,’ I said. ‘This is a serious condition.’




  ‘Well, what are we goin’ to do about it, then?’ He wiped his nose and looked at me morosely.




  I hesitated. It was bitterly cold in the old building and already I was feeling shivery and my throat ached. The thought of Helen and the bedsitter and the warm fire was unbearably attractive.

  But I had seen impactions like this before and tried treating them with purgatives and it didn’t work. This animal’s temperature was falling to the moribund level and he had a sunken

  eye – if I didn’t do something drastic he would be dead by morning.




  ‘There’s only one thing will save him,’ I said. ‘And that’s a rumenotomy.’




  ‘A what?’




  ‘An operation. Open up his first stomach and clear out all the stuff that shouldn’t be there.’




  ‘Are you sure ? D’ye not think a good pint of oil would put ’im right. It ’ud be a lot easier.’




  It would indeed. For a moment the fireside and Helen glowed like a jewel in a cave, then I glanced at the calf. Scraggy and long-haired, he looked utterly unimportant, infinitely vulnerable and

  dependent. It would be the easiest thing in the world to leave him groaning in the dark till morning.




  ‘I’m quite sure, Mr Sowden. He’s so weak that I think I’ll do it under a local anaesthetic, so we’ll need some help.’




  The farmer nodded slowly. ‘Awright, ah’ll go down t’village and get George Hindley.’ He coughed again, painfully. ‘But by gaw, ah could do without this tonight.

  Ah’m sure I’ve got brown chitis.’




  Brown chitis was a common malady among the farmers of those days and there was no doubt this poor man was suffering from it but my pang of sympathy faded as he left because he took the lamp with

  him and the darkness closed tightly on me.




  There are all kinds of barns. Some of them are small, cosy and fragrant with hay, but this was a terrible place. I had been in here on sunny afternoons and even then the dank gloom of crumbling

  walls and rotting beams was like a clammy blanket and all warmth and softness seemed to disappear among the cobwebbed rafters high above. I used to feel that people with starry-eyed notions of

  farming ought to take a look inside that barn. It was evocative of the grim comfortless other side of the agricultural life.




  I had it to myself now, and as I stood there listening to the wind rattling the door on its latch a variety of draughts whistled round me and a remorseless drip-drip from the broken pantiles on

  the roof sent icy droplets trickling over my head and neck. And as the minutes ticked away I began to hop from foot to foot in a vain effort to keep warm.




  Dales farmers are never in a hurry and I hadn’t expected a quick return, but after fifteen minutes in the impenetrable blackness bitter thoughts began to assail me. Where the hell was the

  man? Maybe he and George Hindley were brewing a pot of tea for themselves or perhaps settling down to a quick game of dominoes. My legs were trembling by the time the oil lamp reappeared in the

  entrance and Mr Sowden ushered his neighbour inside.




  ‘Good evening, George,’ I said. ‘How are you?’




  ‘Only moderate, Mr Herriot,’ the newcomer sniffled. ‘This bloody caud’s just – ah – ah – whooosh – just getting’ a haud o’ me.’

  He blew lustily into a red handkerchief and gazed at me blearily.




  I looked around me. ‘Well let’s get started. We’ll need an operating table. Perhaps you could stack up a few straw bales?’




  The two men trailed out and returned, carrying a couple of bales apiece. When they were built up they were about the right height but rather wobbly.




  ‘We could do with a board on top.’ I blew on my freezing fingers and stamped my feet. ‘Any ideas?’




  Mr Sowden rubbed his chin. ‘Aye, we’ll get a door.’ He shuffled out into the yard with his lamp and I watched him struggling to lift one of the cow byre doors from its hinges.

  George went to give him a hand and as the two of them pulled and heaved I thought wearily that veterinary operations didn’t trouble me all that much but getting ready for them was a

  killer.




  Finally the men staggered back into the barn, laid the door on top of the bales and the theatre was ready.




  ‘Let’s get him up,’ I gasped




  We lifted the unresisting little creature on to the improvised table and stretched him on his right side. Mr Sowden held his head while George took charge of the tail and the rear end.




  Quickly I laid out my instruments, removed coat and jacket and rolled up my shirt sleeves. ‘Damn! We’ve no hot water. Will you bring some, Mr Sowden?’




  I held the head and again waited interminably while the farmer went to the house. This time it was worse without my warm clothing, and cold ate into me as I pictured the farm kitchen and the

  slow scooping of the water from the side boiler into a bucket, then the unhurried journey back to the buildings.




  When Mr Sowden finally reappeared I added antiseptic to the bucket and scrubbed my arms feverishly. Then I clipped the hair on the left side and filled the syringe with local anaesthetic. But as

  I infiltrated the area I felt my hopes sinking.




  ‘I can hardly see a damn thing.’ I looked helplessly at the oil lamp balanced on a nearby turnip chopper. ‘That light’s in the wrong place.’




  Wordlessly Mr Sowden left his place and began to tie a length of plough cord to a beam. He threw it over another beam and made it fast before suspending the lamp above the calf. It was a big

  improvement but it took a long time, and by the time he had finished I had abandoned all hope of ever throwing off my cold. I was frozen right through and a burning sensation had started in my

  chest. I would soon be in the same state as my helpers. Brown chitis was just round the corner.




  Anyway, at least I could start now, and I incised skin, muscles, peritoneum and ruminal wall at record speed. I plunged an arm deep into the opened organ, through the fermenting mass of stomach

  contents, and in a flash all my troubles dissolved. Along the floor of the rumen apples and pears were spread in layers, some of them bitten but most of them whole and intact. Bovines take most of

  their food in big swallows and chew it over later at their leisure, but no animal could make cud out of this lot.




  I looked up happily. ‘It’s just as I thought. He’s full of fruit.’




  ‘Hhrraaagh!’ replied Mr Sowden. Coughs come in various forms but this one was tremendous and fundamental, starting at the soles of his hob-nailed boots and exploding right in my

  face. I hadn’t realized how vulnerable I was with the farmer leaning over the calf’s neck, his head a few inches from mine. ‘Hhrraaagh!’ he repeated, and a second shower of

  virus-laden moisture struck me. Apparently Mr Sowden either didn’t know or didn’t care about droplet infection, but with my hands inside my patient there was nothing I could do about

  it.




  Instinctively I turned my face a little in the other direction.




  ‘Whoosh!’ went George. It was a sneeze rather than a cough, but it sent a similar deadly spray against my other cheek. I realized there was no escape. I was hopelessly trapped

  between the two of them.




  But as I say, my morale had received a boost. Eagerly I scooped out great handfuls of the offending fruit and within minutes the floor of the barn was littered with Bramley’s seedlings and

  Conference pears.




  ‘Enough here to start a shop,’ I laughed.




  ‘Hhrraaagh!’ responded Mr Sowden.




  ‘Whooosh!’ added George, not to be outdone.




  When I had sent the last apple and pear rolling into the darkness I scrubbed up again and started to stitch. This is the longest and most wearisome part of a rumenotomy. The excitement of

  diagnosis and discovery is over and it is a good time for idle chat, funny stories, anything to pass the time.




  But there in the circle of yellow light with the wind whirling round my feet from the surrounding gloom and occasional icy trickles of rain running down my back I was singularly short of gossip,

  and my companions, sunk in their respective miseries, were in no mood for badinage.




  I was halfway down the skin sutures when a tickle mounted at the back of my nose and I had to stop and stand upright.




  ‘Ah – ah – ashooo!’ I rubbed my forearm along my nose.




  ‘He’s startin’,’ murmured George with mournful satisfaction.




  ‘Aye, ’e’s off,’ agreed Mr Sowden, brightening visibly.




  I was not greatly worried. I had long since come to the conclusion that my cause was lost. The long session of freezing in my shirt sleeves would have done it without the incessant germ

  bombardment from either side. I was resigned to my fate and besides, when I inserted the last stitch and helped the calf down from that table I felt a deep thrill of satisfaction. That horrible

  groan had vanished and the little animal was looking around him as though he had been away for a while. He wasn’t cheerful yet, but I knew his pain had gone and that he would live.




  ‘Bed him up well, Mr Sowden.’ I started to wash my instruments in the bucket. ‘And put a couple of sacks round him to keep him warm. I’ll call in a fortnight to take out

  the stitches.’




  The fortnight seemed to last a long time. My cold, as I had confidently expected, developed into a raging holocaust which settled down into the inevitable brown chitis with an accompanying cough

  which rivalled Mr Sowden’s.




  Mr Sowden was never an ebullient man but I expected him to look a little happier when I removed the stitches. Because the calf was bright and lively I had to chase him around his pen to catch

  him.




  Despite the fire in my chest I had that airy feeling of success.




  ‘Well,’ I said expansively. ‘He’s done very well. He’ll make a good bullock some day.’




  The farmer shrugged gloomily. ‘Aye, reckon ’e will. But there was no need for all that carry on.’




  ‘No need . . . ?’




  ‘Naw. Ah’ve been talkin’ to one or two folk about t’job and they all said it was daft to open ’im up like that. Ah should just ’ave given ’im a pint of

  oil like I said.’




  ‘Mr Sowden, I assure you . . .’




  ‘And now ah’ll have a big bill to pay.’ He dug his hands deep into his pockets.




  ‘Believe me, it was worth it.’




  ‘Nay, nay, never.’ He started to walk away, then looked over his shoulder. ‘It would’ve been better if you ’adn’t come.’




  I had done three circuits with FO Woodham and on this third one he had kept fairly quiet. Obviously I was doing all right now and I could start enjoying myself again. Flying

  was lovely.




  The voice came over the intercom again. ‘I’m going to let you land her yourself this time. I’ve told you how to do it. Right, you’ve got her.’




  ‘I’ve got her,’ I replied. He had indeed told me how to do it – again and again – and I was sure I would have no trouble.




  As we lost height the tops of the trees appeared, then the grass of the airfield came up to meet us. It was the moment of truth. Carefully I eased the stick back, then at what I thought was the

  right moment I slammed it back against my stomach. Maybe a bit soon because we bounced a couple of times and that made me forget to seesaw the rudder bar so that we careered from side to side over

  the turf before coming to a halt.




  With the engine stilled I took a deep breath. That was my first landing and it hadn’t been bad. In fact I had got better and better all the time and the conviction was growing in me that

  my instructor must have been impressed with my initial showing. We climbed out and after walking a few steps in silence FO Woodham halted and turned to me.




  ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.




  Ah yes, here was the proof. He knew I had done well. He was interested in me.




  ‘Herriot, sir,’ I replied smartly.




  For a few moments he gave me a level stare. ‘Well, Herriot,’ he murmured, ‘that was bloody awful.’




  He turned and left me. I gazed down at my feet in their big sheepskin boots. Yes, the uniform was different, but things hadn’t changed all that much.
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  ‘Takes all kinds, doesn’t it, chum?’




  The airman grinned at me across the flight hut table. We had been listening to a monologue from a third man who had just left us after telling us what he intended to do after gaining his wings.

  The impression he left was that he was almost going to win the war on his own.




  There were certainly all kinds in the RAF and this ‘line shooting’ was a common phenomenon when different types were thrown together.




  There were all kinds of animals, too. Many people think my farm patients are all the same, but cows, pigs, sheep and horses can be moody, placid, vicious, docile, spiteful, loving.




  There was one particular pig called Gertrude, but before I come to her I must start with Mr Barge.




  Nowadays the young men from the pharmaceutical companies who call on veterinary surgeons are referred to as ‘reps’, but nobody would have dreamed of applying such a term to Mr Barge.

  He was definitely a ‘representative’ of Cargill and Sons, Manufacturers of Fine Chemicals since 1850, and he was so old that he might have been in on the beginning.




  It was a frosty morning in late winter when I opened the front door at Skeldale House and saw Mr Barge standing on the front step. He raised his black homburg a few inches above the sparse

  strands of silver hair and his pink features relaxed into a smile of gentle benevolence. He had always treated me as a favourite son and I took it as a compliment because he was a man of immense

  prestige.




  ‘Mr Herriot,’ he murmured, and bowed slightly. The bow was rich in dignity and matched the dark morning coat, striped trousers and shiny leather briefcase.




  ‘Please come in, Mr Barge,’ I said, and ushered him into the house.




  He always called at midday and stayed for lunch. My young boss, Siegfried Farnon, a man not easily overawed, invariably treated him with deference and in fact the visit was something of a state

  occasion.




  The modern rep breezes in, chats briefly about blood levels of antibiotics and steroids, says a word or two about bulk discounts, drops a few data sheets on the desk and hurries away. In a way I

  feel rather sorry for these young men because, with a few exceptions, they are all selling the same things.




  Mr Barge, on the other hand, like all his contemporaries, carried a thick catalogue of exotic remedies, each one peculiar to its own firm.




  Siegfried pulled out the chair at the head of the dining table. ‘Come and sit here, Mr Barge.’




  ‘You are very kind.’ The old gentleman inclined his head slightly and took his place.




  As usual there was no reference to business during the meal and it wasn’t until the coffee appeared that Mr Barge dropped his brochure carelessly on the table as though this part of the

  visit was an unimportant afterthought.




  Siegfried and I browsed through the pages, savouring the exciting whiff of witchcraft which has been blown from our profession by the wind of science. At intervals my boss placed an order.




  ‘I think we’d better have a couple of dozen electuaries, Mr Barge.’




  ‘Thank you so much.’ The old gentleman flipped open a leather-bound notebook and made an entry with a silver pencil.




  ‘And we’re getting a bit low on fever drinks, aren’t we, James?’ Siegfried glanced round at me. ‘Yes, we’ll need a gross of them if you please.’




  ‘I am most grateful,’ Mr Barge breathed, noting that down, too.




  My employer murmured his requests as he riffled through the catalogue. A Winchester of spirits of nitre and another of formalin, castration clams, triple bromide, Stockholm tar – all the

  things we never use now – and Mr Barge responded gravely to each with ‘I do thank you’ or ‘Thank you indeed,’ and a flourish of his silver pencil.




  Finally Siegfried lay back in his chair. ‘Well now, Mr Barge, I think that’s it – unless you have anything new.’




  ‘As it happens, my dear Mr Farnon, we have.’ The eyes in the pink face twinkled. ‘I can offer you our latest product, “Soothitt”, an admirable sedative.’




  In an instant Siegfried and I were all attention. Every animal doctor is keenly interested in sedatives. Anything which makes our patients more amenable is a blessing. Mr Barge extolled the

  unique properties of Soothitt and we probed for further information.




  ‘How about unmaternal sows?’ I asked. ‘You know – the kind which savage their young. I don’t suppose it’s any good for that?’




  ‘My dear young sir,’ Mr Barge gave me the kind of sorrowing smile a bishop might bestow on an erring curate, ‘Soothitt is a specific for this condition. A single injection to a

  farrowing sow and you will have no problems.’




  ‘That’s great,’ I said. ‘And does it have any effect on car sickness in dogs?’




  The noble old features lit up with quiet triumph. ‘Another classical indication, Mr Herriot. Soothitt comes in tablet form for that very purpose.’




  ‘Splendid.’ Siegfried drained his cup and stood up. ‘Better send us a good supply then. And if you will excuse us, we must start the afternoon round, Mr Barge. Thank you so

  much for calling.’




  We all shook hands, Mr Barge raised his homburg again on the front step and another gracious occasion was over.




  Within a week the new supplies from Cargill and Sons arrived. Medicines were always sent in tea chests in those days and as I prised open the wooden lid I looked with interest at the beautifully

  packed phials and tablets of Soothitt. And it seemed uncanny that I had a call for the new product immediately.




  That same day one of the town’s bank managers, Mr Ronald Beresford, called to see me.




  ‘Mr Herriot,’ he said. ‘As you know I have worked here for several years but I have been offered the managership of a bigger branch down south and I leave tomorrow for

  Portsmouth.’ From his gaunt height he looked down at me with the unsmiling gaze which was characteristic of him.




  ‘Portsmouth! Gosh, that’s a long way.’




  ‘Yes, it is – about three hundred miles. And I have a problem.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘I have, I fear. I recently purchased a six-month-old cocker spaniel and he is an excellent little animal but for the fact that he behaves peculiarly in the car.’




  ‘In what way?’




  He hesitated. ‘Well, he’s outside now. If you’ve got a minute to spare I could demonstrate.’




  ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll come with you now.’




  We went out to the car. His wife was in the passenger seat, as fat as her husband was thin, but with the same severe unbending manner. She nodded at me coldly but the attractive little animal on

  her lap gave me an enthusiastic welcome.




  I stroked the long silky ears. ‘He’s a nice little fellow.’




  Mr Beresford gave me a sidelong glance. ‘Yes, his name is Coco and he really is quite charming. It’s only when the engine is running that the trouble begins.’




  I got in the back, he pressed the starter and we set off. And I saw immediately what he meant. The spaniel stiffened and raised his head till his nose pointed at the roof. He formed his lips

  into a cone and emitted a series of high-pitched howls.




  ‘Hooo, hooo, hooo, hooo,’ wailed Coco.




  It really startled me because I had never heard anything quite like it. I don’t know whether it was the perfectly even spacing of the hoots, their piercing, jarring quality, or the fact

  that they never stopped which drove the sound deep into my brain, but my head was singing after a two-minute circuit of the town. I was vastly relieved when we drew up again outside the

  surgery.




  Mr Beresford switched off the engine and it was as though he had switched off the noise, too, because the little animal relaxed instantly and began to lick my hand.




  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You have a problem without a doubt.’




  He pulled nervously at his tie. ‘And it gets louder the longer you drive. Let me take you a bit further round and . . .’




  ‘No-no, no-no,’ I put in hastily. ‘That won’t be necessary. I can see exactly how you are placed. But you say you haven’t had Coco for long. He isn’t much

  more than a pup. I’m sure he’ll get used to the car in time.’




  ‘Very possibly he will.’ Mr Beresford’s voice was taut with apprehension. ‘But I’m thinking of tomorrow. I’ve got to drive all the way to Portsmouth with my

  wife and this dog and I’ve tried car sickness tablets without result.’




  A full day with that appalling din was unthinkable but at that moment the image of Mr Barge rose before me. He had sprouted wings and floated in front of my eyes like an elderly guardian angel.

  What an incredible piece of luck!




  ‘As it happens,’ I said with a reassuring smile, ‘there is something new for this sort of thing, and by coincidence we have just received a batch of it today. Come in and

  I’ll fix you up.’




  ‘Well, thank heavens for that.’ Mr Beresford examined the box of tablets, ‘I just give one, half an hour before the journey, and all will be well?’




  ‘That’s the idea,’ I replied cheerfully. ‘I’ve given you a few extra for future journeys.’




  ‘I am most grateful, you’ve taken a great load off my mind.’ He went out to the car and I watched as he started the engine. As if in response to a signal the little brown head

  on the back seat went up and the lips pursed.




  ‘Hooo, hooo, hooo, hooo,’ Coco yowled, and his master shot me a despairing look as he drove away.




  I stood on the steps for some time, listening incredulously. Many people in Darrowby didn’t like Mr Beresford very much, probably because of his cold manner, but I felt he wasn’t a

  bad chap and he certainly had my sympathy. Long after the car had disappeared round the corner of Trengate I could still hear Coco.




  ‘Hooo, hooo, hooo, hooo.’




  About seven o’clock that evening I had a phone call from Will Hollin.




  ‘Gertrude’s started farrowin’!’ he said urgently. ‘And she’s tryin’ to worry her pigs!’




  It was bad news. Sows occasionally attacked their piglets after birth and in fact would kill them if they were not removed from their reach. And of course it meant that suckling was

  impossible.




  It was a tricky problem at any time but particularly so in this case because Gertrude was a pedigree sow – an expensive animal Will Hollin had bought to improve his strain of pigs.




  ‘How many has she had?’ I asked.




  ‘Four – and she’s gone for every one.’ His voice was tense.




  It was then I remembered Soothitt and again I blessed the coming of Mr Barge.




  I smiled into the receiver. ‘There’s a new product I can use, Mr Hollin. Just arrived today. I’ll be right out.’




  I trotted through to the dispensary, opened the box of phials and had a quick read at the enclosed pamphlet. Ah yes, there it was. ‘Ten cc intramuscularly and the sow will accept the

  piglets within twenty minutes.’




  It wasn’t a long drive to the Hollin farm but as I sped through the darkness I could discern the workings of fate in the day’s events. The Soothitt had arrived this morning and right

  away I had two urgent calls for it. There was no doubt Mr Barge had been sent for a purpose – living proof, perhaps, that everything in our lives is preordained. It gave me a prickling at the

  back of my neck to think about it.




  I could hardly wait to get the injection into the sow and climbed eagerly into the pen. Gertrude didn’t appreciate having a needle rammed into her thigh and she swung round on me with an

  explosive bark. But I got the ten cc in before making my escape.




  ‘We just wait twenty minutes, then?’ Will Hollin leaned on the rail and looked down anxiously at his pig. He was a hardworking smallholder in his fifties and I knew this meant a lot

  to him.




  I was about to make a comforting reply when Gertrude popped out another pink, squirming piglet. The farmer leaned over and gently nudged the little creature towards the udder as the sow lay on

  her side, but as soon as the nose made contact with the teat the big pig was up in a flash, all growls and yellow teeth.




  He snatched the piglet away quickly and deposited it with the others in a tall cardboard box. ‘Well, you see how it is, Mr Herriot.’




  ‘I certainly do. How many have you got in there now?’




  ‘There’s six. And they’re grand pigs, too.’




  I peered into the box at the little animals. They all had the classical long-bodied shape. ‘Yes, they are. And she looks as though she has a lot more in her yet.’




  The farmer nodded and we waited.




  It seemed to take a long time for the twenty minutes to pass but finally I lifted a couple of piglets and clambered into the pen. I was about to put them to the sow when one of them squealed.

  Gertrude rushed across with a ferocious roar, mouth gaping, and I leaped to safety with an agility which surprised me.




  ‘She don’t look very sleepy,’ Mr Hollin said.




  ‘No . . . no . . . she doesn’t, does she? Maybe we’d better wait a bit longer.’




  We gave her another ten minutes and tried again with the same result. I injected a further ten cc of the Soothitt, then about an hour later a third one. By nine o’clock Gertrude had

  produced fifteen beautiful young pigs and had chased me and her family from the pen six times. She was, if anything, livelier and fiercer than when I started.




  ‘Well, she’s cleansed,’ Mr Hollin said gloomily. ‘So it looks like she’s finished.’ He gazed, sad-faced, into the box. ‘And now I’ve got fifteen

  pigs to rear without their mother’s milk. I could lose all this lot.’




  ‘Nay, nay.’ The voice came from the open doorway. ‘You won’t lose ’em.’




  I looked round. It was Grandad Hollin, his puckish features set in their customary smile. He marched to the pen and poked Gertrude’s ribs with his stick.




  She responded with a snarl and a malignant glare and the old man’s smile grew broader.




  ‘Ah’ll soon fettle the awd beggar,’ he said.




  ‘Fettle her?’ I shifted my feet uncomfortably. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Why, she just wants quietin’, tha knaws.’




  I took a long breath. ‘Yes, Mr Hollin, that’s exactly what I’ve been trying to do.’




  ‘Aye, but you’re not doin’ it the right way, young man.’




  I looked at him narrowly. The know-all with his liberal advice in a difficult situation is a familiar figure most veterinary surgeons have to tolerate, but in Grandad Hollin’s case I

  didn’t feel the usual irritation. I liked him. He was a nice man, the head of a fine family. Will was the eldest of his four sons and he had several farmer grandsons in the district.




  Anyway, I had failed miserably. I was in no position to be uppity.




  ‘Well, I’ve given her the latest injection,’ I mumbled.




  He shook his head. ‘She don’t want injections, she wants beer.’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘Beer, young man. A drop o’ good ale.’ He turned to his son. ‘Hasta got a clean bucket, Will, lad?’




  ‘Aye, there’s a new-scalded one in t’milk house.’




  ‘Right, ah’ll slip down to the pub. Won’t be long.’ Grandad swung on his heel and strode briskly into the night. He must have been around eighty but from the back he

  looked like a twenty-five-year-old – upright, square-shouldered, jaunty.




  Will Hollin and I didn’t have much to say to each other. He was sunk in disappointment and I was awash with shame. It was a relief when Grandad returned bearing an enamel bucket brimming

  with brown liquid.




  ‘By gaw,’ he chuckled. ‘You should’ve seen their faces down at t’Wagon and Horses. Reckon they’ve never heard of a two-gallon order afore.’




  I gaped at him. ‘You’ve got two gallons of beer?’




  ‘That’s right, young man, and she’ll need it all.’ He turned again to his son. ‘She hasn’t had a drink for a bit, has she, Will?’




  ‘Naw, I was goin’ to give her some water when she’d finished piggin’ but I haven’t done it yet.’




  Grandad poised his bucket. ‘She’ll be nice and thirsty, then.’ He leaned over the rail and sent a dark cascade frothing into the empty trough.




  Gertrude ambled moodily across and sniffed at the strange fluid. After some hesitation she dipped her snout and tried a tentative swallow, and within seconds the building echoed with a busy

  slobbering.




  ‘By heck, she likes it!’ Will exclaimed.




  ‘She should,’ Grandad murmured wistfully. ‘It’s John Smith’s best bitter.’




  It took the sow a surprisingly short time to consume the two gallons and when she had finished she licked out every corner of the trough before turning away. She showed no inclination to return

  to her straw bed but began to saunter round the pen. Now and then she stopped at the trough to check that there was no more beer in it and from time to time she looked up at the three faces

  overhanging the timber walls.




  On one of these occasions I caught her eye and saw with a sense of disbelief that the previously baleful little orb now registered only a gentle benevolence. In fact with a little effort I could

  have imagined she was smiling.




  As the minutes passed her perambulations became increasingly erratic. There were times when she stumbled and almost fell and finally with an unmistakeable hiccup she flopped on the straw and

  rolled on to her side.




  Grandad regarded her expressionlessly for a few moments, whistling tunelessly, then he reached out again and pushed his stick against the fleshy thigh, but the only response he received from the

  motionless animal was a soft grunt of pleasure.




  Gertrude was stoned to the wide.




  The old man gestured towards the cardboard box. ‘Put the little ’uns in now.’




  Will went into the pen with a wriggling armful, then another, and like all newborn creatures they didn’t have to be told what to do. Fifteen ravenous little mouths fastened on to the teats

  and with mixed feelings I gazed at the sight which I had hoped to bring about with my modern veterinary skill, the long pink row filling their tiny stomachs with the life-giving fluid.




  Well, I had fallen down on the job and an octogenarian farmer had wiped my eye with two gallons of strong ale. I didn’t feel great.




  Sheepishly I closed the box of Soothitt phials and was beating an unobtrusive retreat to my car when Will Hollin called after me.




  ‘Come in and have a cup o’ coffee afore you go, Mr Herriot.’ His voice was friendly, with nothing to suggest that I had made no useful contribution all evening.




  I made my way into the kitchen and as I went over to the table Will dug me in the ribs.




  ‘Hey, look at this.’ He held out the bucket in which a quantity of the good beer still sloshed around the bottom. ‘There’s summat better than coffee ’ere –

  enough for a couple of good drinks. I’ll get two glasses.’




  He was fumbling in the dresser when Grandad walked in. The old man hung his hat and stick on a hook on the wall and rubbed his hands.




  ‘Tha can get another glass out, Will,’ he said. ‘Remember ah did the pourin’ and ah left enough for three.’




  Next morning I might have been inclined to dwell despondently on my chastening experience but I had a pre-breakfast call to a cow with a prolapsed uterus and there is nothing

  like an hour of feverish activity to rid the mind of brooding.




  It was 8 a.m. when I drove back into Darrowby and I pulled in to the market place petrol station which was just opening. With a pleasantly blank mind I was watching Bob Cooper running the petrol

  in the tank when I heard the sound in the distance.




  ‘Hooo, hooo, hooo, hooo.’




  Tremblingly I scanned the square. There was no other vehicle in sight but the dread ululation approached inexorably until Mr Beresford’s car rounded the far corner, heading my way.




  I shrank behind a petrol pump but it was of no avail. I had been spotted and the car bumped over the strip of cobbles before screeching to a halt beside me.




  ‘Hooo, hooo, hooo, hooo.’ At close quarters the noise was insupportable.




  I peeped round the pump and into the bulging eyes of the bank manager as he lowered his window. He switched off the engine and Coco stopped his howling and gave me a friendly wag through the

  glass.




  His master, however, did not look at all friendly.




  ‘Good morning, Mr Herriot,’ he said, grim-faced.




  ‘Good morning,’ I replied hoarsely, then working up a smile I bent at the window. ‘And good morning to you, Mrs Beresford.’




  The lady withered me with a look and was about to speak when her husband went on.




  ‘I administered one of the wonderful new tablets early this morning on your advice.’ His chin quivered slightly.




  ‘Oh, yes . . . ?’




  ‘Yes, I did, and it had no effect, so I gave him another.’ He paused. ‘Since this produced a similar result I tried a third and a fourth.’




  I swallowed. ‘Really . . .?’




  ‘Indeed.’ He gave me a cold stare. ‘So I am driven to the conclusion that the tablets are useless.’




  ‘Well . . . er . . . it certainly does look . . .’




  He held up a hand. ‘I cannot listen to explanations. I have already wasted enough time and there are three hundred miles’ driving in front of me.’




  ‘I’m truly sorry . . .’ I began, but he was already closing the window. He started the engine and Coco froze immediately into his miniature wolf position, nose high, lips

  puckered into a small circle. I watched the car roll across the square and turn out of sight on the road to the south. For quite a while after it had gone I could still hear Coco.




  ‘Hooo, hooo, hooo, hooo.’




  Feeling suddenly weak, I leaned against the pump. My heart went out to Mr Beresford. As I have said, I felt sure he was a decent man.




  In fact I quite liked him, but for all that I was profoundly grateful that I would probably never see him again.




  Our audiences with Mr Barge usually took place every three months and it was mid-June before I saw him again at the head of our luncheon table. The silvery head gleamed under

  the summer sunshine as he sipped his coffee and murmured politenesses. At the end of the meal he dabbed his lips with a napkin and slid his brochure unhurriedly along the table cloth.




  Siegfried reached for it and asked the inevitable question. ‘Anything new, Mr Barge?’




  ‘My dear sir.’ The old gentleman’s smile seemed to convey that the follies of the young, though incomprehensible to him, were still delightful. ‘Cargill and Sons never

  send me to you without a host of new products, many of them specific, all of them efficient. I have many sovereign remedies to offer you.’
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