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All things bright and beautiful,

All creatures great and small,

All things wise and wonderful,

The Lord God made them all.

Cecil Frances Alexander 1818–1895
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WHEN THE GATE fell on top of me I knew I was really back home.

My mind drifted effortlessly over my spell in the RAF to the last time I had visited the Ripleys. It was to ‘nip some calves’ as Mr Ripley said over the phone, or more correctly to emasculate them by means of the Burdizzo bloodless castrator, and when the message came in I realised that a large part of my morning had gone.

It was always something of a safari to visit Anson Hall, because the old house lay at the end of a ridged and rutted track which twisted across the fields through no fewer than seven gates.

Gates are one of the curses of a country vet’s life and in the Yorkshire Dales, before the coming of cattle grids, we suffered more than most. We were resigned to opening two or three on many of the farms, but seven was a bit much. And at the Ripleys it wasn’t just the number but the character.

The first one which led off the narrow road was reasonably normal – an ancient thing of rusty iron – and as I unlatched it it did at least swing round groaning on its hinges. It was the only one which swung; the others were of wood and of the type known in the Dales as ‘shoulder gates’. I could see how they got their name as I hoisted each one up, balanced the top spar on my shoulder and dragged it round. These had no hinges but were tied at one end with binder twine top and bottom.

Even with an ordinary gate there is a fair amount of work involved. You have to stop the car, get out, open the gate, drive through, stop the car again, dismount and close the thing behind you. But the road to Anson Hall was hard labour. The gates deteriorated progressively as I approached the farm and I was puffing with my efforts as I bumped and rattled my way up to number seven.

This was the last and the most formidable – a malignant entity with a personality of its own. Over decades it had been patched and repaired with so many old timbers that probably none of the original structure remained. But it was dangerous.

I got out of the car and advanced a few steps. We were old foes, this gate and I, and we faced each other for some moments in silence. We had fought several brisk rounds in the past and there was no doubt the gate was ahead on points.

The difficulty was that, apart from its wobbly, loosely nailed eccentricity, it had only one string hinge, halfway down. This enabled it to pivot on its frail axis with deadly effect.

With the utmost care I approached the right-hand side and began to unfasten the binder twine. The string, I noticed bitterly, was, like all the others, neatly tied in a bow, and as it fell clear I grabbed hastily at the top spar. But I was too late. Like a live thing the bottom rail swung in and rapped me cruelly on the shins, and as I tried to correct the balance the top bashed my chest.

It was the same as all the other times. As I hauled it round an inch at a time, the gate buffeted me high and low. I was no match for it.

Another thing which didn’t help was that I could see Mr Ripley watching me benevolently from the farmhouse doorway. While I wrestled the gate open, contented puffs rose from the farmer’s pipe and he did not stir from his position until I had hobbled over the last stretch of grass and stood before him.

‘Now then, Mr Herriot, you’ve come to nip me a few calves?’ A smile of unaffected friendship creased the stubbled cheeks. Mr Ripley shaved once a week – on market day – considering, with some logic, that since only his wife and his cattle saw him on the other six days there was no point in scraping away at his face every morning with a razor.

I bent and massaged my bruised ankles. ‘Mr Ripley, that gate! It’s a menace! Do you remember that last time I was here you promised me faithfully you’d have it mended? In fact you said you’d get a new one – it’s about time, isn’t it?’

‘Aye, you’re right, young man,’ Mr Ripley said, nodding his head in profound agreement. ‘Ah did say that, but tha knaws, it’s one o’ them little jobs which never seem to get done.’ He chuckled ruefully, but his expression altered to concern when I wound up my trouser leg and revealed a long abrasion on my shin.

‘Eee, that’s a shame, that’s settled it. There’ll be a new gate on there by next week. Ah’ll guarantee it.’

‘But Mr Ripley, that’s exactly what you said last time when you saw the blood running down my knee. Those were your very words. You said you’d guarantee it . . .’

‘Aye, I knaw, I knaw.’ The farmer tamped down the tobacco with his thumb and got his pipe going again to his satisfaction. ‘Me missus is allus on to me about me bad memory, but don’t worry, Mr Herriot, I’ve had me lesson today. I’m right sorry about your leg and that gate’ll never bother ye again. Ah guarantee it.’

‘Okay, okay,’ I said and limped over to the car for the Burdizzo. ‘Where are the calves, anyway?’

Mr Ripley crossed the farmyard unhurriedly and opened the half door on a loose-box. ‘They’re in there.’

For a moment I stood transfixed as a row of huge shaggy heads regarded me impassively over the timbers, then I extended a trembling finger. ‘Do you mean those?’

The farmer nodded happily. ‘Aye, them’s them.’

I went forward and looked into the box. There were eight strapping yearlings in there, some of them returning my stare with mild interest, others cavorting and kicking up their heels among the straw. I turned to the farmer. ‘You’ve done it again, haven’t you?’

‘Eh?’

‘You asked me to come and nip some calves. Those aren’t calves, they’re bulls! And it was the same last time. Remember those monsters you had in the same box? I nearly ruptured myself closing the nippers and you said you’d get them done at three months old in future. In fact you said you’d guarantee it.’

The farmer nodded solemnly in agreement. He always agreed one hundred per cent with everything I said. ‘That’s correct, Mr Herriot. That’s what ah said.’

‘But these animals are at least a year old!’

Mr Ripley shrugged and gave me a world-weary smile. ‘Aye, well, time gets on, doesn’t it. Fairly races by.’

I returned to the car for the local anaesthetic. ‘All right,’ I grunted as I filled the syringe. ‘If you can catch them I’ll see what I can do.’ The farmer lifted a rope halter from a hook on the wall and approached one of the big beasts, murmuring encouragingly. He snared the nose with surprising ease, dropping the loops over nose and horn with perfect timing as the animal tried to plunge past him. Then he passed the rope through a ring on the wall and pulled it tight.

‘There y’are, Mr Herriot. That wasn’t much trouble was it?’

I didn’t say anything. I was the one who was going to have the trouble. I was working at the wrong end, nicely in range of the hooves which would surely start flying if my patients didn’t appreciate having a needle stuck into their testicles.

Anyway, it had to be done. One by one I infiltrated the scrotal area with the local, taking the blows on my arms and legs as they came. Then I started the actual process of castration, the bloodless crushing of the spermatic cord without breaking the skin. There was no doubt this was a big advance on the old method of incising the scrotum with a knife, and in little calves it was a trifling business lasting only a few seconds.

But it was altogether different with these vast creatures. It was necessary to open the arms of the Burdizzo beyond right angles to grip the great fleshy scrotum and then they had to be closed again. That was when the fun started.

Thanks to my injection the beast could feel little or nothing but as I squeezed desperately it seemed that I was attempting the impossible. However, it is amazing what the human frame can accomplish when pushed to the utmost and as the sweat trickled down my nose and as I gasped and strained, the metal arms inched closer until the jaws finally clicked together.

I always nipped each side twice and I took a rest before repeating the process lower down the cord. When I had done the same with the other testicle I flopped back against the wall, panting and trying not to think of the other seven beasts still to do.

It was a long, long time before I got to the last one and I was wrestling away, pop-eyed and open-mouthed when the idea came to me.

I straightened up and came along the side of the animal. ‘Mr Ripley,’ I said breathlessly, ‘why don’t you have a go?’

‘Eh?’ The farmer had been watching me with equanimity, blowing out slow clouds of blue smoke, but it was plain that I had jolted him out of his composure. ‘What d’ye mean?’

‘Well, this is the last one and I want you to understand what I’ve been talking about. I’d like to see you close those nippers.’

He thought the matter over for a moment or two. ‘Aye, but who’s goin’ to hold t’beast?’

‘That’s all right,’ I said. ‘We’ll tie him up short to the ring and I’ll set everything up for you, then we’ll see how you get on.’

He looked a little doubtful but I was determined to make my point and ushered him gently to the rear end of the animal. I enclosed the scrotum in the Burdizzo and placed Mr Ripley’s fingers round the handles.

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Off you go.’

The farmer took a long breath, braced himself and began to exert pressure on the metal arms. Nothing happened.

I stood there for several minutes as his face turned red then purple, his eyes protruded even further than mine and the veins on his forehead stood out in livid ridges. Finally he gave a groan and dropped to his knees.

‘Nay, lad, nay, it’s no good, I can’t do it.’

He got to his feet slowly and mopped his brow.

‘But Mr Ripley.’ I put a hand on his shoulder and smiled kindly at him. ‘You expect me to do it.’

He nodded dumbly.

‘Ah well, never mind,’ I said. ‘You understand now what I’ve been talking about. This is an easy little job made difficult by leaving it until the beasts are as big as this. If you’d called me out when they were calves of three months I’d have been on and off your place in a few minutes, wouldn’t I?’

‘Aye, you would, Mr Herriot, you’re right. I’ve been daft and I’ll see it doesn’t happen again.’

I felt really clever. I don’t often have moments of inspiration but the conviction swelled in me that one of them had come to me today. I had finally got through to Mr Ripley.

The feeling of exhilaration gave me added strength and I finished the job effortlessly. As I walked to the car I positively glowed and my self-satisfaction deepened when the farmer bent to the window as I started the engine.

‘Well, thank ye, Mr Herriot,’ he said. ‘You’ve taught me summat this mornin’. Next time ye come I’ll have a nice new gate for ye and I’ll never ask ye to nip big beasts like that again. Ah guarantee it.’

All that had happened a long time ago, before the RAF, and I was now in the process of reinserting myself into civilian life, tasting the old things which I had almost forgotten. But at the moment when the phone rang I was tasting something very near to my heart – Helen’s cooking.

It was Sunday lunchtime, when the traditional roast beef and Yorkshire pudding was served. My wife had just dropped a slab of the pudding on my plate and was pouring gravy over it, a rich brown flood with the soul of the meat in it and an aroma to dream of. I was starving after a typical country vet’s Sunday morning of rushing round the farms and I was thinking, as I often did, that if I had some foreign gourmet to impress with the choicest sample of our British food then this is what I would give him.

A great chunk of Yorkshire pud and gravy was the expedient of the thrifty farmers to fill their families’ stomachs before the real meal started – ‘Them as eats most puddin’ gets most meat,’ was the wily encouragement – but it was heaven. And as I chewed my first forkful I was happy in the knowledge that when I had cleared my plate Helen would fill it again with the beef itself and with potatoes, peas and runner beans gathered from our garden that morning.

The shrilling phone cut cruelly into my reverie but I told myself that nothing was going to spoil this meal. The most urgent job in veterinary practice could wait until I had finished.

But my hand shook as I lifted the receiver and a mixture of anxiety and disbelief flowed through me as I heard the voice at the other end. It was Mr Ripley. Oh please, no, not that long long trek to Anson Hall on a Sunday.

The farmer’s voice thundered in my ear. He was one of the many who still thought you had to bawl lustily to cover the miles between.

‘Is that vitnery?’

‘Yes, Herriot speaking.’

‘Oh, you’re back from t’war, then?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Well, ah want ye out here right away. One of me cows is right bad.’

‘What’s the trouble? Is it urgent?’

‘Aye, it is! I think she’s maybe broke ’er leg!’

I held the ear-piece away from me. Mr Ripley had increased his volume and my head was beginning to ring. ‘What makes you think that?’ I asked, suddenly dry-mouthed.

‘Well, she’s on three legs,’ the farmer blasted back at me. ‘And t’other’s sort of hangin’, like.’

Oh God, that sounded horribly significant. I looked sadly across the room at my loaded plate. ‘All right, Mr Ripley, I’ll be along.’

‘You’ll come straight away, won’t ye? Right now?’ the voice was an importunate roar.

‘Yes, I’ll come straight away.’ I put down the receiver, rubbed my ear and turned to my wife.

Helen looked up from the table with the stricken face of a woman who can visualize her Yorkshire pudding sagging into lifeless ruin. ‘Oh surely you don’t have to go this minute?’

‘I’m sorry, Helen, this is one of those things I can’t leave.’ I could picture only too easily the injured animal plunging around in her agony, perhaps compounding the fracture. ‘And the man sounds desperate. I’ve just got to go.’

My wife’s lips trembled. ‘All right, I’ll put it in the oven till you come back.’

As I left I saw her carrying the plate away. We both knew it was the end. No Yorkshire pud could survive a visit to Anson Hall.

I increased my speed as I drove through Darrowby. The cobbled market place, sleeping in the sunshine, breathed its Sunday peace and emptiness with all the inhabitants of the little town eating busily behind closed doors. Out in the country the dry-stone walls flashed by as I kept my foot on the boards, and when I finally arrived at the beginning of the farm track I had a sense of shock.

It was the first time I had been there since I left the service and I suppose I had been expecting to find something different. But the old iron gate was just the same, except that it was even more rusty than before. With a growing feeling of doom I fought my way through the other gates, untying the strings and shouldering the top spars round until finally I came to number seven.

This last and most terrible of the gates was still there, and unchanged. It couldn’t be true, I told myself as I almost tiptoed towards it. All sorts of things had happened to me since I last saw it. I had been away in a different world of marching and drilling and learning navigation and finally flying an aeroplane, while this rickety structure stood there unheeding.

I eyed it closely. The loose-nailed wobbly timbers were as before, as was the single-string hinge – probably the same piece of string. It was unbelievable. And then I noticed something different. Mr Ripley, apparently worried lest his livestock might rub against and damage the ancient bastion, had festooned the thing with barbed wire.

Maybe it had mellowed with time. It couldn’t be as vicious as before. Gingerly I loosened the bottom string on the right-hand side, then with infinite care I untied the bow at the top. I was just thinking that it was going to be easy when the binder twine fell away and the gate swung with all its old venom on the left-hand string.

It got me on the chest first, then whacked against my legs, and this time the steel barbs bit through my trousers. Frantically I tried to throw the thing away from me, but it pounded me high and low and when I leaned back to protect my chest my legs slid from under me and I fell on my back. And as my shoulders hit the track, the gate, with a soft woody crunch, fell on top of me.

I had been nearly underneath this gate several times in the past and had got clear at the last moment, but this time it had really happened. I tried to wriggle out, but the barbed wire had my clothing in its iron grip. I was trapped.

I craned desperately over the timbers. The farm was only fifty yards away but there was not a soul in sight. And that was a funny thing – where was the anxious farmer? I had expected to find him pacing up and down the yard, wringing his hands, but the place seemed deserted.

I dallied with the idea of shouting for help, but that would have been just too absurd. There was nothing else for it. I seized the top rail in both hands and pushed upwards, trying to close my ears to the tearing sounds from my garments, then, very slowly, I eased my way to safety.

I left the gate lying where it was. Normally I meticulously close all gates behind me but there were no cattle in the fields and anyway I had had enough of this one.

I rapped sharply at the farmhouse door and Mrs Ripley answered.

‘Now then, Mr Herriot, it’s grand weather,’ she said. Her carefree smile reminded me of her husband’s as she wiped at a dinner plate and adjusted the apron around her ample midriff.

‘Yes . . . yes . . . it is. I’ve called to see your cow. Is your husband in?’

She shook her head. ‘Nay, ’e hasn’t got back from t’Fox and Hounds yet.’

‘What!’ I stared at her. ‘That’s the pub at Diverton, isn’t it? I thought he had an urgent case for me to see.’

‘Aye, well, he had to go across there to ring ye up. We haven’t no telephone here, ye know.’ Her smile widened.

‘But – but that was nearly an hour since. He should have been back here long ago.’

‘That’s right,’ she said, nodding with perfect understanding. ‘But he’ll ’ave met some of his pals up there. They all get into t’Fox and Hounds on a Sunday mornin’.’

I churned my hair around. ‘Mrs Ripley, I’ve left my meal lying on the table so that I could get here immediately!’

‘Oh, we’ve ’ad ours,’ she replied as though the words would be a comfort to me. And she didn’t have to tell me. The rich scent drifting from the kitchen was unmistakably roast beef, and there was no doubt at all that it would have been preceded by Yorkshire pudding.

I didn’t say anything for a few moments, then I took a deep breath. ‘Well, maybe I can see the cow. Where is she, please?’

Mrs Ripley pointed to a box at the far end of the yard.

‘She’s in there.’ As I set off across the cobbles she called after me. ‘You can be lookin’ at her till ’e gets back. He won’t be many minutes.’

I flinched as though a lash had fallen across my shoulders. Those were dreadful words. ‘Not many minutes’ was a common phrase in Yorkshire and could mean anything up to two hours.

I opened the half-door and looked into the box at the cow. She was very lame, but when I approached her she hopped around in the straw, dotting the injured limb on the ground.

Well, she hadn’t a broken leg. She couldn’t take her weight on it but there was none of the typical dangling of the limb. I felt a surge of relief. In a big animal, a fracture usually meant the humane killer because no number of plaster bandages could take the strain. The trouble seemed to be in her foot but I couldn’t catch her to find out. I’d have to wait for Mr Ripley.

I went out into the afternoon sunshine and gazed over the gently rising fields to the church tower of Diverton pushing from the trees. There was no sign of the farmer and I walked wearily beyond the buildings on to the grass to await his coming.

I looked back at the house and even through my exasperation I felt a sense of peace. Like many of the older farms, Anson Hall had once been a noble manor. Hundreds of years ago some person of title had built his dwelling in a beautiful place. The roof looked ready to fall in and one of the tall chimney stacks leaned drunkenly to one side, but the mullioned windows, the graceful arched doorway and the stately proportions of the building were a delight, with the pastures beyond stretching towards the green fells.

And that garden wall. In its former glory the sun-warmed stones would have enclosed a cropped lawn with bright flowers but now there were only nettles. Those nettles fascinated me, a waist-high jungle filling every inch of space between wall and house. Farmers are notoriously bad gardeners but Mr Ripley was in a class by himself.

My reverie was interrupted by a cry from the lady of the house. ‘He’s comin’, Mr Herriot. I’ve just spotted ’im through the window.’ She came round to the front and pointed towards Diverton.

Her husband was indeed on his way, a black dot moving unhurriedly down through the fields, and we watched him together for about fifteen minutes until at last he squeezed himself through a gap in a wall and came up to us, the smoke from his pipe rising around his ears.

I went straight into the attack. ‘Mr Ripley, I’ve been waiting a long time! You asked me to come straight away!’

‘Aye, ah knaw, ah knaw, but I couldn’t very well ask to use t’phone without havin’ a pint, could I?’ He put his head on one side and beamed at me, secure in his unanswerable logic.

I was about to speak when he went on. ‘And then Dick Henderson bought me one, so I had to buy ’im one back, and then I was just leaving’ when Bobby Talbot started on about them pigs he got from me last week.’

His wife chipped in with bright curiosity. ‘Eee, that Bobby Talbot! Was he there this mornin’, too? He’s never away from t’pub, that feller. I don’t know how his missus puts up with it.’

‘Aye, Bobby was there all right. He allus is.’ Mr Ripley smiled gently, knocked his pipe out against his heel and began to refill it. ‘And ah’ll tell you who else ah saw – Dan Thompson. Haven’t seen ’im since his operation. By gaw it has fleeced him – he’s lost a bit o’ground. Looks as though a few pints would do ’im good.’

‘Dan, eh?’ Mrs Ripley said eagerly. ‘That’s good news, any road. From what I heard they thought he’d never come out of t’hospital.’

‘Excuse me,’ I broke in.

‘Nay, nay, that was just talk,’ Mr Ripley continued. ‘It was nobbut a stone in t’kidney. Dan’ll be all right. He was tellin’ me . . .’

I held up a hand, ‘Mr Ripley, can I please see this cow? I haven’t had my lunch yet. My wife put it back in the oven when you phoned.’

‘Oh, I ’ad mine afore I went up there.’ He gave me a reassuring smile and his wife nodded and laughed to put my mind fully at rest.

‘Well, that’s splendid,’ I said frigidly. ‘I’m glad to hear that.’ But I could see that they took me at my word. The sarcasm was lost on them.

In the loose-box Mr Ripley haltered the cow and I lifted the foot. Cradling it on my knee I scraped away the caked muck with a hoof knife and there, glinting dully as the sunshine slanted in at the door, was the cause of the trouble. I seized the metal stud with forceps, dragged it from the foot and held it up.

The farmer blinked at it for a few seconds, then his shoulders began to shake gently. ‘One of me own hobnails. Heh, heh, heh. Well, that’s a rum ’un. Ah must’ve knocked it out on t’cobbles, they’re right slippery over there. Once or twice I’ve nearly gone arse-over-tip. I was sayin’ to t’missus just t’other day . . .’

‘I really must get on, Mr Ripley,’ I interposed. ‘Remember I still haven’t had my lunch. I’ll just slip out to the car for an anti-tetanus injection for the cow.’

I gave her the shot, dropped the syringe into my pocket and was on my way across the yard when the farmer called after me.

‘Have ye got your nippers with ye, Mr Herriot?’

‘Nippers . . .?’ I halted and looked back at him. I couldn’t believe this. ‘Well, yes, I have, but surely you don’t want to start castrating calves now?’

The farmer flicked an ancient brass lighter and applied a long sheet of flame to the bowl of his pipe. ‘There’s nobbut one, Mr Herriot. Won’t take a minute.’

Ah well, I thought, as I opened the boot and fished out the Burdizzo from its resting place on my calving overall. It didn’t really matter now. My Yorkshire pudding was a write-off, a dried-up husk by now, and the beef and those gorgeous fresh vegetables would be almost cremated. All was lost, and nipping a calf wasn’t going to make any difference.

As I turned back, a pair of double doors at the end of the yard burst open and an enormous black animal galloped out and stood looking around him warily in the bright sunshine, pawing the ground and swishing his tail bad-temperedly. I stared at the spreading horns, the great hump of muscle on the shoulder and the coldly glittering eyes. It only needed a blast on a trumpet and sand instead of cobbles and I was in the Plaza de Toros in Madrid.

‘Is that the calf?’ I asked.

The farmer nodded cheerfully. ‘Aye, that’s ’im. I thowt ah’d better run ’im over to the cow house so we could tie ’im up by the neck.’

A wave of rage swept over me and for a moment I thought I was going to start shouting at the man, then, strangely, I felt only a great weariness.

I walked over to him, put my face close to his and spoke quietly. ‘Mr Ripley, it’s a long time since we met and you’ve had plenty of opportunities to keep the promise you made me then. Remember? About getting your calves nipped when they were little and about replacing that gate? Now look at that great bull and see what your gate has done to my clothes.’

The farmer gazed with genuine concern at the snags and tears in my trousers and reached out to touch a gaping rent in my sleeve.

‘Eee, I’m right sorry about that.’ He glanced at the bull. ‘And I reckon ’e is a bit big.’

I didn’t say anything and after a few moments the farmer threw up his head and looked me in the eye, a picture of resolution.

‘Aye, it’s not right,’ he said. ‘But ah’ll tell ye summat. Just nip this ’un today, and I’ll see nowt of this ever happens again.’

I wagged a finger at him. ‘But you’ve said that before. Do you really mean it this time?’

He nodded vigorously. ‘Ah’ll guarantee it.’
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‘OOOH . . . OOH-HOO-HOOO!’ The broken-hearted sobbing jerked me into full wakefulness. It was 1 a.m. and after the familiar jangling of the bedside phone I expected the gruff voice of a farmer with a calving cow. Instead, there was this terrible sound.

‘Who is this?’ I asked a little breathlessly. ‘What on earth is the trouble?’

I heard a gulping at the other end and then a man’s voice pleading between sobs. ‘It’s Humphrey Cobb. For God’s sake come out and see Myrtle. I think she’s dyin’.’

‘Myrtle?’

‘Aye, me poor little dog. She’s in a ’ell of a state! Ooohhooo!’

The receiver trembled in my grasp. ‘What is she doing?’

‘Oh, pantin’ and gaspin’. I think it’s nearly all over with ’er. Come quick!’

‘Where do you live?’

‘Cedar House. End of Hill Street.’

‘I know it. I’ll be there very soon.’

‘Oh, thank ye, thank ye. Myrtle hasn’t got long. Hurry, hurry!’

I leaped from the bed and rushed at my clothes, draped over a chair against the wall. In my haste, in the darkness, I got both feet down one leg of my working corduroys and crashed full length on the floor.

Helen was used to nocturnal calls and often she only half woke. For my part I always tried to avoid disturbing her by dressing without switching on the light; there was always a glow from the nightlight we kept burning on the landing for young Jimmy.

However, the system broke down this time. The thud of my falling body brought her into a sitting position.

‘What is it, Jim? What’s happening?’

I struggled to my feet. ‘It’s all right, Helen, I just tripped over.’ I snatched my shirt from the chair back.

‘But what are you dashing about for?’

‘Desperately urgent case. I have to hurry.’

‘All right, Jim, but you won’t get there any sooner by going on like this. Just calm down.’

My wife was right, of course. I have always envied those vets who can stay relaxed under pressure. But I wasn’t made that way.

I galloped down the stairs and through the long back garden to the garage. Cedar House was only a mile away and I didn’t have much time to think about the case, but by the time I arrived I had pretty well decided that an acute dyspnea like this would probably be caused by a heart attack or some sudden allergy.

In answer to my ring the porch light flashed on and Humphrey Cobb stood before me. He was a little round man in his sixties and his humpty-dumpty appearance was accentuated by his gleaming bald head.

‘Oh, Mr Herriot, come in, come in,’ he cried brokenly as the tears streamed down his cheeks. ‘Thank ye for gettin’ out of your bed to help me poor little Myrtle.’

As he spoke, the blast of whisky fumes almost made my head spin and I noticed that as he preceded me across the hall he staggered slightly.

My patient was lying in a basket by the side of an Aga cooker in a large, well-appointed kitchen. I felt a warm surge when I saw that she was a beagle like my own dog, Sam. I knelt down and looked at her closely. Her mouth was open and her tongue lolled, but she did not seem to be in acute distress. In fact, as I patted her head her tail flapped against the blanket.

A heart-rending wail sounded in my ear. ‘What d’ye make of her, Mr Herriot? It’s her heart, isn’t it? Oh, Myrtle, Myrtle!’ The little man crouched over his pet and the tears flowed unchecked.

‘You know, Mr Cobb,’ I said. ‘She doesn’t seem all that bad to me, so don’t upset yourself too much. Just give me a chance to examine her.’

I placed my stethoscope over the ribs and listened to the steady thudding of a superbly strong heart. The temperature was normal and I was palpating the abdomen when Mr Cobb broke in again.

‘The trouble is,’ he gasped, ‘I neglect this poor little animal.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, ah’ve been all day at Catterick at the races, gamblin’ and drinkin’ with never a thought for me dog.’

‘You left her alone all that time in the house?’

‘Nay, nay, t’missus has been with her.’

‘Well, then.’ I felt I was getting out of my depth. ‘She would feed Myrtle and let her out in the garden?’

‘Oh aye,’ he said, wringing his hands. ‘But I shouldn’t leave ’er. She thinks such a lot about me.’

As he spoke, I could feel one side of my face tingling with heat. My problem was suddenly solved.

‘You’ve got her too near the Aga,’ I said. ‘She’s panting because she’s uncomfortably hot.’

He looked at me doubtfully. ‘We just shifted ’er basket today. We’ve been gettin’ some new tiles put down on the floor.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Shift it back again and she’ll be fine.’

‘But Mr Herriot.’ His lips began to tremble again. ‘It’s more than that. She’s sufferin’. Look at her eyes.’

Myrtle had the lovely big liquid eyes of her breed and she knew how to use them. Many people think the spaniel is number one when it comes to looking soulful but I personally plump for the beagle. And Myrtle was an expert.

‘Oh, I shouldn’t worry about that, Mr Cobb,’ I said. ‘Believe me, she’ll be all right.’

He still seemed unhappy. ‘But aren’t ye going to do something?’

It was one of the great questions in veterinary practice. If you didn’t ‘do something’ they were not satisfied. And in this case Mr Cobb was in greater need of treatment than his pet. Still, I wasn’t going to stick a needle into Myrtle just to please him, so I produced a vitamin tablet from my bag and pushed it over the back of the little animal’s tongue.

‘There you are,’ I said. ‘I’m sure that will do her good.’ And after all, I thought, I wasn’t a complete charlatan – it wouldn’t do her any harm.

Mr Cobb relaxed visibly. ‘Eee, that’s champion. You’ve set me mind at rest.’ He led the way into a luxurious drawing-room and tacked unsteadily towards a cocktail cabinet. ‘You’ll ’ave a drink before you go?’

‘No really, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’d rather not, if you don’t mind.’

‘Well, I’ll ’ave a drop. Just to steady me nerves. I was that upset.’ He tipped a lavish measure of whisky into a glass and waved me to a chair.

My bed was calling me, but I sat down and watched as he drank. He told me that he was a retired bookmaker from the West Riding and that he had come to Darrowby only a month ago. Although no longer directly connected with horse racing he still loved the sport and never missed a meeting in the north of England.

‘I allus get a taxi to take me and I have a right good day.’ His face was radiant as he recalled the happy times, then for a moment his cheeks quivered and his woebegone expression returned.

‘But I neglect me dog. I leave her at home.’

‘Oh nonsense,’ I said. ‘I’ve seen you out in the fields with Myrtle. You give her plenty of exercise, don’t you?’

‘Oh aye, lots of walks every day.’

‘Well, then she really has a good life. This is just a silly little notion you’ve got.’

He beamed at me and sloshed out another few fingers of whisky.

‘Eee, you’re a good lad. Come on, you’ll just have one before you go.’

‘Oh, all right, just a small one, then.’

As we drank he became more and more benign until he was gazing at me with something like devotion.

‘James Herriot,’ he slurred. ‘I suppose it’ll be Jim, eh?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘I’ll call you Jim, then, and you can call me Humphrey.’

‘Okay, Humphrey,’ I said, and swallowed the last of my whisky. ‘But I really must go now.’

Out in the street again he put a hand on my arm and his face became serious again. ‘Thank ye, Jim. Myrtle was right bad tonight and I’m grateful.’

Driving away, I realized that I had failed to convince him that there was nothing wrong with his dog. He was sure I had saved her life. It had been an unusual visit and as my 2 a.m. whisky burned in my stomach I decided that Humphrey Cobb was a very funny little man. But I liked him.

After that night I saw him quite frequently exercising Myrtle in the fields. With his almost spherical build he seemed to bounce over the grass, but his manner was always self-contained and rational except that he kept thanking me for pulling his dog back from the jaws of death.

Then quite suddenly I was back at the beginning again. It was shortly after midnight and as I lifted the bedside phone I could hear the distraught weeping before the receiver touched my ear.

‘Oooh . . . oooh . . . Jim, Jim. Myrtle’s in a terrible bad way. Will ye come?’

‘What . . . what is it this time?’

‘She’s twitchin’.’

‘Twitching?’

‘Aye, twitchin’ summat terrible. Oh, come on, Jim, lad, don’t keep me waiting. I’m worried to death. I’m sure she’s got distemper.’ He broke down again.

My head began to reel. ‘She can’t have distemper, Humphrey. Not in a flash, like that.’

‘I’m beggin’ you Jim,’ he went on as though he hadn’t heard. ‘Be a pal. Come and see Myrtle.’

‘All right,’ I said wearily. ‘I’ll be there in a few minutes.’

‘Oh, you’re a good lad, Jim, you’re a good lad . . .’ The voice trailed away as I replaced the phone.

I dressed at normal speed with none of the panic of the first time. It sounded like a repetition, but why after midnight again? On my way to Cedar House I decided it must be another false alarm – but you never knew.

The same dizzying wave of whisky fumes enveloped me in the porch. Humphrey, sniffling and moaning, fell against me once or twice as he ushered me into the kitchen. He pointed to the basket in the corner.

‘There she is,’ he said, wiping his eyes. ‘I’ve just got back from Ripon and found ’er like this.’

‘Racing again, eh?’

‘Aye, gamblin’ on them ’osses and drinkin’ and leavin’ me poor dog pining at home. I’m a rotter, Jim, that’s what I am.’

‘Rubbish, Humphrey! I’ve told you before. You’re not doing her any harm by having a day out. Anyway, how about this twitching? She looks all right now.’

‘Yes, she’s stopped doing it, but when I came in her back leg was goin’ like this.’ He made a jerking movement with his hand.

I groaned inwardly. ‘But she could have been scratching or flicking away a fly.’

‘Nay, there’s summat more than that. I can tell she’s sufferin’. Just look at them eyes.’

I could see what he meant. Myrtle’s beagle eyes were pools of emotion and it was easy to read a melting reproach in their depths.

With a feeling of futility I examined her. I knew what I would find – nothing. But when I tried to explain to the little man that his pet was normal he wouldn’t have it.

‘Oh, you’ll give her one of them wonderful tablets,’ he pleaded. ‘It cured her last time.’

I felt I had to pacify him, so Myrtle received another instalment of vitamins.

Humphrey was immensely relieved and weaved his way to the drawing-room and the whisky bottle.

‘I need a little pick-me-up after that shock,’ he said. ‘You’ll ’ave one too, won’t you, Jim lad?’

This pantomime was enacted frequently over the next few months, always after race meetings and always between midnight and 1 a.m. I had ample opportunity to analyse the situation and I came to a fairly obvious conclusion.

Most of the time Humphrey was a normal conscientious pet owner, but after a large intake of alcohol his affectionate feelings degenerated into a glutinous sentimentality and guilt. I invariably went out when he called me because I knew that he would be deeply distressed if I refused. I was treating Humphrey, not Myrtle.

It amused me that not once did he accept my protestations that my visit was unnecessary. Each time he was sure that my magic tablets had saved his dog’s life.

Mind you, I did not discount the possibility that Myrtle was deliberately working on him with those eyes. The canine mind is quite capable of disapproval. I took my own dog almost everywhere with me but if I left him at home to take Helen to the cinema he would lie under our bed, sulking, and when he emerged would studiously ignore us for an hour or two.

I quailed when Humphrey told me he had decided to have Myrtle mated because I knew that the ensuing pregnancy would be laden with harassment for me.

That was how it turned out. The little man flew into a series of alcoholic panics, all of them unfounded, and he discovered imaginary symptoms in Myrtle at regular intervals throughout the nine weeks.

I was vastly relieved when she gave birth to five healthy pups. Now, I thought, I would get some peace. The fact was that I was just about tired of Humphrey’s nocturnal nonsense. I have always made a point of never refusing to turn out at night but Humphrey had stretched this principle to breaking point. One of these times he would have to be told.

The crunch came when the pups were a few weeks old. I had had a terrible day, starting with a prolapsed uterus in a cow at 5 a.m. and progressing through hours of road-slogging, missed meals and a late-night wrestle with Ministry forms, some of which I suspected I had filled up wrongly.

My clerical incompetence has always infuriated me and when I crawled, dog tired, into bed my mind was still buzzing with frustration. I lay for a long time trying to put those forms away from me, and it was well after midnight when I fell asleep.

I have always had a silly fancy that our practice knows when I desperately want a full night’s sleep. It knows and gleefully steps in. When the phone exploded in my ear I wasn’t really surprised.

As I stretched a weary hand to the receiver the luminous dial of the alarm clock read 1.15 a.m.

‘Hello,’ I grunted.

‘Oooh . . . ooh . . . oooh!’ The reply was only too familiar.

I clenched my teeth. This was just what I needed. ‘Humphrey! What is it this time?’

‘Oh Jim, Myrtle’s really dyin’, I know she is. Come quick, lad, come quick!’

‘Dying?’ I took a couple of rasping breaths. ‘How do you make that out?’

‘Well . . . she’s stretched out on ’er side, tremblin’.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Aye, t’missus said Myrtle’s been looking worried and walkin’ stiff when she let her out in the garden this afternoon. I’m not long back from Redcar, ye see?’

‘So you’ve been to the races, eh?’

‘That’s right . . . neglectin’ me dog. I’m a scamp, nothing but a scamp.’

I closed my eyes in the darkness. There was no end to Humphrey’s imaginary symptoms. Trembling, this time, looking worried, walking stiff. We’d had panting and twitching and head-nodding and ear-shaking – what would it be next?

But enough was enough. ‘Look, Humphrey,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your dog. I’ve told you again and again . . .’

‘Oh, Jim, lad, don’t be long. Oooh-hooo!’

‘I’m not coming, Humphrey.’

‘Nay, nay, don’t say that! She’s goin’ fast, I tell ye!’

‘I really mean it. It’s just wasting my time and your money, so go to bed. Myrtle will be fine.’

As I lay quivering between the sheets I realized that refusing to go out was an exhausting business. There was no doubt in my mind that it would have taken less out of me to get up and attend another charade at Cedar House than to say ‘no’ for the first time in my life. But this couldn’t go on. I had to make a stand.

I was still tormented by remorse when I fell into an uneasy slumber and it is a good thing that the subconscious mind works on during sleep, because with the alarm clock reading 2.30 a.m. I came suddenly wide awake.

‘My God!’ I cried, staring at the dark ceiling. ‘Myrtle’s got eclampsia!’

I scrambled from the bed and began to throw on my clothes. I must have made some commotion because I heard Helen’s sleepy voice.

‘What is it? What’s the matter?’

‘Humphrey Cobb!’ I gasped, tying a shoe lace.

‘Humphrey . . . but you said there was never any hurry . . .’

‘There is this time. His dog’s dying.’ I glared again at the clock. ‘In fact she could be dead now.’ I lifted my tie, then hurled it back on the chair. ‘Damn it! I don’t need that!’ I fled from the room.

Down the long garden and into the car with my brain spelling out the concise case history which Humphrey had given me. Small bitch nursing five puppies, signs of anxiety and stiff gait this afternoon and now prostrate and trembling. Classical puerperal eclampsia. Rapidly fatal without treatment. And it was nearly an hour and a half since he had phoned. I couldn’t bear to think about it.

Humphrey was still up. He had obviously been consoling himself with the bottle because he could barely stand.

‘You’ve come, Jim lad,’ he mumbled, blinking at me.

‘Yes, how is she?’

‘Just t’same . . .’

Clutching my calcium and my intravenous syringe I rushed past him into the kitchen.

Myrtle’s sleek body was extended in a tetanic spasm. She was gasping for breath, quivering violently, and bubbles of saliva dripped from her mouth. Those eyes had lost their softness and were fixed in a frantic stare. She looked terrible, but she was alive . . . she was alive.

I lifted the squealing pups on to a rug nearby and quickly clipped and swabbed the area over the radial vein. I inserted the needle into the blood vessel and began to depress the plunger with infinite care and very slowly. Calcium was the cure for this condition but a quick blast would surely kill the patient.

I took several minutes to empty the syringe then sat back on my heels and watched. Some of these cases needed narcotics as well as calcium and I had nembutal and morphine ready to hand. But as the time passed Myrtle’s breathing slowed down and the rigid muscles began to relax. When she started to swallow her saliva and look round at me I knew she would live.

I was waiting for the last tremors to disappear from her limbs when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Humphrey was standing there with the whisky bottle in his hand.

‘You’ll ’ave one, won’t you, Jim?’

I didn’t need much persuading. The knowledge that I had almost been responsible for Myrtle’s death had thrown me into a mild degree of shock.

My hand was still shaking as I raised the glass and I had barely taken the first sip when the little animal got up from the basket and walked over to inspect her pups. Some eclampsias were slow to respond but others were spectacularly quick and I was grateful for the sake of my nervous system that this was one of the quick ones.

In fact the recovery was almost uncanny because, after sniffing her family over, Myrtle walked across to the table to greet me. Her eyes brimmed with friendliness and her tail waved high in the true beagle fashion.

I was stroking her ears when Humphrey broke into a throaty giggle.

‘You know, Jim, I’ve learned summat tonight.’ His voice was a slow drawl but he was still in possession of his wits.

‘What’s that, Humphrey?’

‘I’ve learned . . . hee-hee-hee . . . I’ve learned what a silly feller I’ve been all these months.’

‘How do you mean?’

He raised a forefinger and wagged it sagely. ‘Well, you’ve allus been tellin’ me that I got you out of your bed for nothing and I was imagining things when I thought me dog was ill.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That’s right.’

‘And I never believed you, did I? I wouldn’t be told. Well, now I know you were right all the time. I’ve been nobbut a fool and I’m right sorry for botherin’ you all those nights.’

‘Oh, I shouldn’t worry about that, Humphrey.’

‘Aye, but it’s not right.’ He waved a hand towards his bright-faced, tail-wagging little dog. ‘Just look at her. Anybody can see there was never anythin’ wrong with Myrtle tonight.’
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THE HIGH MOORLAND road was unfenced and my car wheels ran easily from the strip of tarmac on to the turf cropped to a velvet closeness by the sheep. I stopped the engine, got out and looked around me.

The road cut cleanly through the grass and heather before dipping into the valley beyond. This was one of the good places where I could see into two dales, the one I had left and the one in front. The whole land was spread beneath me; the soft fields in the valley floors, the grazing cattle, and the rivers, pebbled at their edges in places, thickly fringed with trees at others.

The brilliant green of the walled pastures pushed up the sides of the fells until the heather and the harsh moor grass began, and only the endless pattern of walls was left climbing to the mottled summits, disappearing over the bare ridges which marked the beginning of the wild country.

I leaned back against the car and the wind blew the cold sweet air around me. I had been only a few weeks back in civilian life, and during my time in RAF blue I had thought constantly of Yorkshire, but I had forgotten how beautiful it was. Just thinking from afar could not evoke the peace, the solitude, the sense of the nearness of the wild which makes the Dales thrilling and comforting at the same time. Among the crowds of men and the drabness and stale air of the towns I could not really imagine a place where I could be quite alone on the wide green roof of England, and where every breath was filled with the grass scent.

I had had a disturbing morning. Everywhere I had gone I was reminded that I had come back to a world of change, and I did not like change. One old farmer saying ‘It’s all t’needle now, Mr Herriot’ as I injected his cow, had made me look down almost with surprise at the syringe in my hand, realizing suddenly that this was what I was doing most of the time now.

I knew what he meant. Only a few years ago I would have been more likely to have ‘drenched’ his cow. Grabbed it by the nose and poured a pint of medicine down its throat.

We still carried a special drenching bottle around with us. An empty wine bottle because it had no shoulders and allowed the liquid to run more easily. Often we would mix the medicine with black treacle from the barrel which stood in the corner of most cow byres.

All this was disappearing and the farmer’s remark about ‘all t’needle’ brought it home to me once more that things were never going to be the same again.

A revolution had begun in agriculture and in veterinary practice. Farming had become more scientific and concepts cherished for generations were being abandoned, while in the veterinary world the first trickles of the flood of new advances were being felt.

Previously undreamed-of surgical procedures were being carried out, the sulpha drugs were going full blast and, most exciting of all, the war, with its urgent need for better treatment of wounds, had given a tremendous impetus to the development of Sir Alexander Fleming’s discovery of penicillin. This, the first of the antibiotics, was not yet in the hands of the profession except in the form of intra-mammary tubes for the treatment of mastitis, but it was the advance guard of the therapeutic army which was to sweep our old treatments into oblivion.

There were signs, too, that the small farmer was on the way out. These men, some with only six cows, a few pigs and poultry, still made up most of our practice and were the truly rich characters, but they were beginning to wonder if they could make a living on this scale and one or two had sold out to the bigger men. In our practice now, in the eighties, there are virtually no small farmers left. I can think of only a handful. Old men doggedly doing the things they have always done for the sole reason that they have always done it. They are the last remnants of the men I cherished, living by the ancient values, speaking the old Yorkshire dialect which television and radio have almost extinguished.

I took a last long breath and got into my car. The uncomfortable feeling of change was still with me, but I looked through the window at the great fells thrusting their bald summits into the clouds, tier upon tier of them, timeless, indestructible, towering over the glories beneath, and I felt better immediately. The Dales had not changed at all.

I did one more call, then drove back to Skeldale House to see if there were any more visits before lunch.

All was new here, too. My partner, Siegfried, had married and was living a few miles outside Darrowby, and Helen and I with our little son, Jimmy, were installed in the practice headquarters. When I got out of the car I gazed up at the ivy climbing over the mellow brick to the little rooms which looked out from under the tiles to the hills. Helen and I had started our married life in those rooms, but now we had the run of the whole house. It was too big for us, of course, but we were happy to be there because we both loved the old place with its spaciousness and its Georgian elegance.

The house looked much the same as when I had first seen it those years ago. The only difference was that they had taken the iron railings away for scrap metal during the war and our plates were now hanging on the wall.

Helen and I slept in the big room which I occupied in my bachelor days and Jimmy was in the dressing-room where Siegfried’s student brother, Tristan, used to rest his head. Tristan, alas, had left us. When the war ended he was Captain Farnon of the Royal Army Veterinary Corps. He married and joined the Ministry of Agriculture as an Infertility Investigation Officer. He left a sad gap in our lives, but fortunately we still saw him and his wife regularly.

I opened the front door and in the passage the fragrance of pulv aromat was strong. It was the aromatic powder which we mixed with our medicaments and it had an excitement for me. It always seemed to be hanging about the house; it was the smell of our trade.

Halfway along the passage I passed the doorway to the long high-walled garden and turned in to the dispensary. This was a room whose significance was already on the wane. The rows of beautifully shaped glass bottles with their Latin titles engraved on them looked down at me. Spiritus Aetheris Nitrosi, Liquor Ammonii Acetatis Fortis, Potassii Nitras, Sodii Salicylas. Noble names. My head was stuffed with hundreds of them, their properties, actions and uses, and their dosage in horse, ox, sheep, pig, dog and cat. But soon I would have to forget them all and concern myself only with how much of the latest antibiotic or steroid to administer.

Some years were to pass before the steroids arrived on the scene but they, too, would bring another little revolution in their wake.

As I left the dispensary I almost bumped into Siegfried. He was storming along the passage and he grabbed my arm in an agitated manner.

‘Ah, James, just the man I was looking for! I’ve had the most ghastly time this morning. I knocked the exhaust off my car going up that bloody awful track to High Liston and now I’m without transport. They’ve sent for a new exhaust but until it arrives and they get it fitted I’m stuck. It’s maddening!’

‘That’s all right, Siegfried. I’ll do your calls.’

‘No, no, James, it’s kind of you, but don’t you see, this sort of thing is going to happen again and again. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. We need a spare car.’

‘A spare?’

‘That’s right. Doesn’t have to be a Rolls-Royce. Just something to fall back upon at a time like this. As a matter of fact I rang Hammond at the garage to bring round something suitable for us to look at. I think I can hear him outside now.’

My partner was always one for instant action and I followed him to the front door. Mr Hammond was there with the vehicle for our inspection. It was a 1933 Morris Oxford and Siegfried trotted down the steps towards it.

‘A hundred pounds, you said, eh, Mr Hammond?’ He walked around the car a couple of tunes, picking off pieces of rust from the black paintwork, opening the doors and peering at the upholstery. ‘Ah well, it’s seen better days, but the appearance doesn’t matter as long as it goes all right.’

‘It’s a sound little job, Mr Farnon,’ the garage proprietor said. ‘Re-bored 2,000 miles ago and don’t use hardly any oil. New battery and a good bit o’ tread on the tyres.’ He adjusted the spectacles on his long nose, drew his thin frame upright and adopted a business-like expression.

‘Mmmm.’ Siegfried shook the rear bumper with his foot and the old springs groaned. ‘How about the brakes? Important in this hilly country.’

‘They’re champion, Mr Farnon. First rate.’

My colleague nodded slowly. ‘Good, good. You don’t mind if I drive her round the block, do you?’

‘Nay, nay, of course not,’ Mr Hammond replied. ‘Give ’er any trial you like.’ He was a man who prided himself on his imperturbability and he dropped confidently into the passenger seat as Siegfried took the wheel.

‘Hop in the back, James!’ my partner cried. I opened the rear door and took my place behind Mr Hammond in the musty interior.

Siegfried took off abruptly with a roaring and creaking from the old vehicle and despite the garage man’s outward calm I saw the back of his shirt collar rise a couple of inches above his blue serge jacket as we shot along Trengate.

The collar subsided a little when Siegfried slowed down at the church to make a left turn but reappeared spasmodically as we negotiated a series of sharp and narrow bends at top speed.

When we reached the long straight lane which runs parallel to Trengate Mr Hammond appeared to relax, but when Siegfried put his foot on the boards and sent the birds squawking from the overhanging branches as he thundered beneath them, I saw the collar again.

When we reached the end of the lane Siegfried came almost to a halt as he turned left.

‘I think we’ll test the brakes, Mr Hammond,’ he said cheerfully, and hurled the car suddenly along the home straight for Trengate. He really meant to carry out a thorough test. The roar of the ancient engine rose to a scream and as the street approached with frightening rapidity the collar reappeared, then the shirt.

When Siegfried stood on the brakes the car slewed violently to the right and as we catapulted crabwise into Trengate, Mr Hammond’s head was jammed against the roof and his entire shirt-back was exposed. When we came to a halt he slid slowly back into his seat and the jacket took over again. At no time had he spoken or, apart from his up-and-down movements, shown any emotion.

At the front door of the surgery we got out and my colleague rubbed his chin doubtfully. ‘She does pull a little to the right on braking, Mr Hammond. I think we’d need to have that rectified. Or perhaps you have another vehicle available?’

The garage man did not answer for a few moments. His spectacles were askew and he was very pale. ‘Aye . . . aye . . .’ he said shakily. ‘I ’ave another little job over there. It might suit you.’

‘Capital.’ Siegfried rubbed his hands. ‘Perhaps you’d bring it along after lunch and we can have a spin round to try it.’

Mr Hammond’s eyes widened and he swallowed a few times. ‘Right . . . right, Mr Farnon. But I’m goin’ to be busy this afternoon. I’ll send one of me men.’

We bade him goodbye and went back into the house. Walking along the passage my partner put an arm across my shoulders. ‘Well, James, another step towards increasing the efficiency of the practice. Anyway,’ he smiled and whistled a few cheerful bars, ‘I rather enjoy these little interludes.’

Suddenly I began to feel good. So many things were new and different but the Dales hadn’t changed, and Siegfried hadn’t changed either.
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‘A VOYAGE TO RUSSIA!’ I stared at John Crooks.

Siegfried and I worked alone in the practice during the immediate post-war years and this book is about that period. In 1951 John Crooks came to us as assistant and three years later left to set up his own practice in Beverley. Before he departed he paid us the charming compliment of ‘filling’ a bottle with the air from Skeldale House to be released in his new surgery with the object of transferring some of our atmosphere. Sometime in the future I shall write about John’s spell in Darrowby, but at the moment I should like to jump forward in time to 1961 in order to interpolate some extracts from the journal I kept of my Russian adventure.

John was behind it. Although he no longer worked for us he came back often as a friend and had been describing some of his experiences in exporting animals from Hull. He often sailed with these animals as veterinary attendant, but it was the Russian thing which caught my imagination.

‘That must have been very interesting,’ I said.

John smiled. ‘Oh yes, fascinating. I’ve been out there several times now and it’s the real Russia with the lid off, not a tour of the show places they want you to see. You get a glimpse of the country through the eyes of a seaman and you meet the ordinary Russians, the commercial people, the workers.’

‘Sounds great!’

‘And you get paid for it, too,’ John went on. ‘That makes it even better.’

I sighed. ‘You’re a lucky beggar. And these jobs come up pretty regularly?’

‘Yes, they do.’ He looked at me closely and I suppose my expression must have been wistful. ‘Would you like to have a go sometime?’

‘Do you mean it?’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Just say the word and you can sail on the next one. That’ll be some time around the end of October.’

I thumped my fist into my palm. ‘Book me in, John. It’s really kind of you. Country vetting is fine but sometimes I feel I’m sliding into a rut. A trip to Russia is just what I need.’

‘Well, that’s grand.’ John stood up and prepared to leave. ‘I’ll let you know the details later but I believe you’ll be sailing with a cargo of valuable sheep – breeding animals. The insurance company is bound to insist on veterinary supervision.’

For weeks I went around in a fever of anticipation but there were many people who didn’t share my enthusiasm.

One cowman cocked an eye at me. ‘Ah wouldn’t go there for a bloody big clock,’ he said. ‘One wrong word and you’ll find yourself in t’nick for a long long time.’

He had a definite point. East–west relations were at one of their lowest ebbs at that time and I grew used to my clients making it clear that Russia was one place they would avoid. In fact when I told Colonel Smallwood about it while I was tuberculin testing his cattle a few days before I left, he raised his eyebrows and gave me a cold stare.

‘Nice to have known you,’ he murmured.

But I have seafarers’ blood in my veins going back several generations and I felt only happy expectation.

OCTOBER 28, 1961

The first day has come and gone. When I walked on to the quayside at Hull I saw our ship right in front of me. She was Danish, the Iris Clausen, of 300 tons and my first sensation was of mild shock that she was so small. I had cherished a mental picture of a substantial vessel for such a voyage.

When I first saw her at the dockside only the bows and a portion of deck were visible. This part looked tiny and a high superstructure obscured what I surmised must be the greater part of the ship. I walked along past this superstructure and experienced a moment of disquiet. I found that the ship ended right there. There just wasn’t any more.

To my untutored eyes the Iris Clausen looked like a toy oil tanker and it was difficult to imagine her crossing an ocean or weathering a storm.

The cargo of sheep had just been loaded and the decks were littered with straw. When I went into the little mess room I saw the captain, who was called Rasmussen, sitting at the head of the table around which were grouped representatives of the export company and two Russian veterinary surgeons who had been inspecting the sheep. The table itself was heavily laden with a wonderful variety of Danish open sandwiches, beer, whisky, schnapps and other drinks, and with mountains of forms which everybody was furiously signing.

One of the Russians, a bespectacled little man, apparently realized who I was, because he came up and with a smile said, ‘Veterinary Surgeon’ and shook my hand warmly. His colleague, tall and gaunt, was painstakingly going through the forms and saying nothing.

The chief man from the export people informed me that not only was I to be the medical attendant to the 383 pedigree Romney Marsh and Lincoln sheep we were carrying but I had also to deal with the Russians at our port of destination, Klaipeda. I had to bring back five acceptance forms signed by the Russians and myself, otherwise the company would not get paid.

‘How much are the sheep worth?’ I asked.

The export man’s mouth twitched up at one corner. ‘Twenty thousand pounds.’

My stomach lurched. It was a fortune. This was a responsibility I hadn’t foreseen.

When the crowd had cleared, Captain Rasmussen and I were left alone in the room. He introduced himself charmingly and I was immediately attracted by his gentle manner. He was smallish, silver-haired and spoke excellent English.

He waved me to the chair by his side. ‘Sit down, Mr Herriot, and let us talk.’

We spoke about our families, then about the job in hand.

‘This is a motor ship,’ said the captain. ‘Built for the sole purpose of transporting animals. There are two decks below with pens for the sheep. Perhaps you would like to see your charges?’

As we left the mess room I noticed that the captain was limping slightly. He smiled as he saw me looking down at his feet.

‘Yes, I broke my ankle a few months ago. Fell down the steps from the bridge to my cabin during a storm. Silly of me.’

I wondered if I would be doing any falling around over the next week or so. We walked around the sheep. Beautiful animals, all of them, and they were very comfortable, well bedded in straw and with lots of sweet hay to eat. The ventilation was just right and the atmosphere pleasantly warm.

When I left the captain I was agreeably surprised at the first sight of my cabin. No doubt those on passenger liners were more sumptuous but there was a bunk with spotless sheets and pillows, a desk, armchair and sofa, a wash basin, fitted wardrobe, two cupboards and a lot of drawers. The whole place was done out in shining light oak. I was very impressed with my temporary home.

I opened my suitcase. Only a tiny part of it was taken up by my personal effects, the rest was filled with the things I thought I might need. My black PVC working coat, bottles of calcium, antibiotics and steroids, scalpel, scissors, suture materials, bandages, cotton wool and syringes.

I looked down thoughtfully at the limited array. Would I find it too meagre or would I not need any of it? The following days would tell me.

We took on the pilot at 8 p.m., and at 9 p.m. I heard some activity outside my window. I looked out and saw two of the crew winching up the anchor.

I went up on deck to watch our departure. The night was very dark and the dockside was deserted. A cat scurried through the light thrown by a single street lamp but nothing else stirred. Then our siren gave a loud blast and I could see we were moving very slowly away from the quay. We glided through the narrow outlet of the dock, then began to head quite swiftly towards the mouth of the Humber, two miles away.

As I stood on the deck I could see several other ships sailing out on the evening tide, some quite close, cleaving through the water abreast of us only a few hundred yards away, a graceful and thrilling sight.

Away behind, the lights of Hull receded rapidly and I was looking at their faint glitter beyond the stretch of dark water when I felt a touch on my arm.

It was a young sailor, and he grinned cheerfully as I turned round.

‘Doctor,’ he said. ‘You show me how to feed the sheeps?’

I must have looked puzzled because his grin widened as he explained. ‘Many times I sail with cattles and pigs but never with sheeps.’

I understood and motioned him to lead on. Like all the crew he was a Dane, big, fair-haired, typically Nordic, and I followed his broad back down to the animals’ pens. He listened intently as I gave him the information about feeding and watering, especially about how much concentrates to give. I was particularly pleased to see that as well as the fine-quality hay there was an abundance of a top-class brand of sheep nuts in big paper sacks.

While he got on with his work I looked around at the animals who would be under my care. Most of them were Romney Marsh sheep and as the engines throbbed and the deck vibrated under my feet I marvelled again at their attractiveness. They had great woolly heads like teddy bears and their eyes, soft and incurious, looked back at me as they lay in the straw or nibbled at their food.

Before I went to bed I had an irresistible urge to return to the upper deck and look around. I have sea captains among my uncles and a great-grandfather who was a ship’s pilot, and the sea has always had a pull for me. In the darkness I walked around the deck. This wasn’t easy because there was only a narrow strip twenty-five yards long on either side.

The moon had come out, casting a cold white brillance on the water of the river estuary. Far on the starboard side a long row of lights glimmered – probably Grimsby. On the port side, about three hundred yards away, a ship sped silently through the night, keeping pace exactly with us. I watched her for a long time, but her positions never varied and she was still with us when I came down to bed.

My cabin was now a place of shakes and shudders, of indefinable bumps and rattles and groans. As I wrote up my diary I knew for sure that we were well out to sea because I was very much aware of the rolling of the ship.

I had an experimental lie in my bunk and this was where the rolling was most noticeable. From side to side it went, side to side, over and over again. At one time there had been some talk of Helen coming with me on this trip and I smiled to myself at the thought. This wouldn’t suit her at all – she soon becomes queasy sitting in the back of a car. But to me the gentle motion was like the rocking of a cradle. I knew I should sleep well.
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