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AS I CRAWLED into bed and put my arm around Helen it occurred to me, not for the first time, that there are few pleasures in this world to compare with snuggling up to a nice woman when you are half frozen.


There weren’t any electric blankets in the thirties. Which was a pity because nobody needed the things more than country vets. It is surprising how deeply bone-marrow cold a man can get when he is dragged from his bed in the small hours and made to strip off in farm buildings when his metabolism is at a low ebb. Often the worst part was coming back to bed; I often lay exhausted for over an hour, longing for sleep but kept awake until my icy limbs and feet had thawed out.


But since my marriage such things were but a dark memory. Helen stirred in her sleep – she had got used to her husband leaving her in the night and returning like a blast from the North Pole – and instinctively moved nearer to me. With a sigh of thankfulness I felt the blissful warmth envelop me and almost immediately the events of the last two hours began to recede into unreality.


It had started with the aggressive shrilling of the bedside phone at one a.m. And it was Sunday morning, a not unusual time for some farmers after a late Saturday night to have a look round their stock and decide to send for the vet.


This time it was Harold Ingledew. And it struck me right away that he would have just about had time to get back to his farm after his ten pints at the Four Horse Shoes where they weren’t too fussy about closing time.


And there was a significant slurr in the thin croak of his voice.


‘I ’ave a ewe amiss. Will you come?’


‘Is she very bad?’ In my semi-conscious state I always clung to the faint hope that one night somebody would say it would wait till morning. It had never happened yet and it didn’t happen now: Mr Ingledew was not to be denied.


‘Aye, she’s in a bad way. She’ll have to have summat done for ’er soon.’


Not a minute to lose, I thought bitterly. But she had probably been in a bad way all the evening when Harold was out carousing.


Still, there were compensations. A sick sheep didn’t present any great threat. It was worst when you had to get out of bed facing the prospect of a spell of sheer hard labour in your enfeebled state. But in this case I was confident that I would be able to adopt my half-awake technique; which meant simply that I would be able to go out there and deal with the emergency and return between the sheets while still enjoying many of the benefits of sleep.


There was so much night work in country practice that I had been compelled to perfect this system as, I suspect, had many of my fellow practitioners. I had done some sterling work while in a somnambulistic limbo.


So, eyes closed, I tiptoed across the carpet and pulled on my working clothes. I effortlessly accomplished the journey down the long flights of stairs but when I opened the side door the system began to crumble, because even in the shelter of the high-walled garden the wind struck at me with savage force. It was difficult to stay asleep. In the yard as I backed out of the garage the high branches of the elms groaned in the darkness as they bent before the blast.


Driving from the town I managed to slip back into my trance and my mind played lazily with the phenomenon of Harold Ingledew. This drinking of his was so out of character. He was a tiny mouse of a man about seventy years old and when he came into the surgery on an occasional market day it was difficult to extract more than a few muttered words from him. Dressed in his best suit, his scrawny neck protruding from a shirt collar several sizes too big for him, he was the very picture of a meek and solid citizen; the watery blue eyes and fleshless cheeks added to the effect and only the brilliant red colouration of the tip of his nose gave any hint of other possibilities.


His fellow smallholders in Therby village were all steady characters and did not indulge beyond a social glass of beer now and then, and his next-door neighbour had been somewhat bitter when he spoke to me a few weeks ago.


‘He’s nowt but a bloody nuisance is awd Harold.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Well, every Saturday night and every market night he’s up roarin’ and singin’ till four o’clock in the mornin’.’


‘Harold Ingledew? Surely not! He’s such a quiet little chap.’


‘Aye, he is for the rest of t’week.’


‘But I can’t imagine him singing!’


‘You should live next door to ’im, Mr Herriot. He makes a ’ell of a racket. There’s no sleep for anybody till he settles down.’


Since then I had heard from another source that this was perfectly true and that Mrs Ingledew tolerated it because her husband was entirely submissive at all other times.


The road to Therby had a few sharp little switchbacks before it dipped to the village and looking down I could see the long row of silent houses curving away to the base of the fell which by day hung in peaceful green majesty over the huddle of roofs but now bulked black and menacing under the moon.


As I stepped from the car and hurried round to the back of the house the wind caught at me again, jerking me to wakefulness as though somebody had thrown a bucket of water over me. But for a moment I forgot the cold in the feeling of shock as the noise struck me. Singing . . . loud raucous singing echoing around the old stones of the yard.


It was coming from the lighted kitchen window.


‘JUST A SONG AT TWILIGHT, WHEN THE LIGHTS ARE LOW!’


I looked inside and saw little Harold sitting with his stockinged feet extended towards the dying embers of the fire while one hand clutched a bottle of brown ale.


‘AND THE FLICKERING SHADOWS SOFTLY COME AND GO!’ He was really letting it rip, head back, mouth wide.


I thumped on the kitchen door.


‘THOUGH THE HEART BE WEARY, SAD THE DAY AND LONG!’ replied Harold’s reedy tenor and I banged impatiently at the woodwork again.


The noise ceased and I waited an unbelievably long time till I heard the key turning and the bolt rattling back. The little man pushed his nose out and gave me a questioning look.


‘I’ve come to see your sheep,’ I said.


‘Oh aye.’ He nodded curtly with none of his usual diffidence. ‘Ah’ll put me boots on.’ He banged the door in my face and I heard the bolt shooting home.


Taken aback as I was I realised that he wasn’t being deliberately rude. Bolting the door was proof that he was doing everything mechanically. But for all that he had left me standing in an uncharitable spot. Vets will tell you that there are corners in farmyards which are colder than any hill top and I was in one now. Just beyond the kitchen door was a stone archway leading to the open fields and through this black opening there whistled a Siberian draught which cut effortlessly through my clothes.


I had begun to hop from one foot to the other when the singing started again.


‘THERE’S AN OLD MILL BY THE STREAM, NELLIE DEAN!’


Horrified, I rushed back to the window. Harold was back in his chair, pulling on a vast boot and taking his time about it. As he bellowed he poked owlishly at the lace holes and occasionally refreshed himself from the bottle of brown ale.


I tapped on the window. ‘Please hurry, Mr Ingledew.’


‘WHERE WE USED TO SIT AND DREAM, NELLIE DEAN!’ bawled Harold in response.


My teeth had begun to chatter before he got both boots on but at last he reappeared in the doorway.


‘Come on then,’ I gasped. ‘Where is this ewe? Have you got her in one of these boxes?’


The old man raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh, she’s not ’ere.’


‘Not here?’


‘Nay, she’s up at t’top buildings.’


‘Right back up the road, you mean?’


‘Aye, ah stopped off on t’way home and had a look at ’er.’


I stamped and rubbed my hands. ‘Well, we’ll have to drive back up. But there’s no water, is there? You’d better bring a bucket of warm water, some soap and a towel.’


‘Very good.’ He nodded solemnly and before I knew what was happening the door was slammed shut and bolted and I was alone again in the darkness. I trotted immediately to the window and was not surprised to see Harold seated comfortably again. He leaned forward and lifted the kettle from the hearth and for a dreadful moment I thought he was going to start heating the water on the ashes of the fire. But with a gush of relief I saw him take hold of a ladle and reach into the primitive boiler in the old black grate.


‘AND THE WATERS AS THEY FLOW SEEM TO MURMUR SWEET AND LOW!’ he warbled, happy at his work, as he unhurriedly filled a bucket.


I think he had forgotten I was there when he finally came out because he looked at me blankly as he sang.


‘YOU’RE MY HEART’S DESIRE, I LOVE YOU, NELLIE DEAN!’ he informed me at the top of his voice.


‘All right, all right,’ I grunted. ‘Let’s go.’ I hurried him into the car and we set off on the way I had come.


Harold held the bucket at an angle on his lap, and as we went over the switchbacks the water slopped gently on to my knee. The atmosphere in the car soon became so highly charged with beer fumes that I began to feel light headed.


‘In ’ere!’ the old man barked suddenly as a gate appeared in the headlights. I pulled on to the grass verge and stood on one leg for a few moments till I had shaken a surplus pint or two of water from my trousers. We went through the gate and I began to hurry towards the dark bulk of the hillside barn, but I noticed that Harold wasn’t following me. He was walking aimlessly around the field.


‘What are you doing, Mr Ingledew?’


‘Lookin’ for t’ewe.’


‘You mean she’s outside?’ I repressed an impulse to scream.


‘Aye, she lambed this afternoon and ah thowt she’d be right enough out ’ere.’ He produced a torch, a typical farmer’s torch – tiny and with a moribund battery – and projected a fitful beam into the darkness. It made not the slightest difference.


As I stumbled across the field a sense of hopelessness assailed me. Above, the ragged clouds scurried across the face of the moon but down here I could see nothing. And it was so cold. The recent frosts had turned the ground to iron and the crisp grass cowered under the piercing wind. I had just decided that there was no way of finding an animal in this black wasteland when Harold piped up.


‘She’s over ’ere.’


And sure enough when I groped my way towards the sound of his voice he was standing by an unhappy-looking ewe. I don’t know what instinct had brought him to her but there she was. And she was obviously in trouble; her head hung down miserably and when I put my hand on her fleece she took only a few faltering steps instead of galloping off as a healthy sheep would. Beside her, a tiny lamb huddled close to her flank.


I lifted her tail and took her temperature. It was normal. There were no signs of the usual post-lambing ailments; no staggering to indicate a deficiency, no discharge or accelerated respirations. But there was something very far wrong.


I looked again at the lamb. He was an unusually early arrival in this high country and it seemed unfair to bring the little creature into the inhospitable world of a Yorkshire March. And he was so small . . . yes . . . yes . . . it was beginning to filter through to me. He was too damn small for a single lamb.


‘Bring me that bucket, Mr Ingledew!’ I cried. I could hardly wait to see if I was right. But as I balanced the receptacle on the grass the full horror of the situation smote me. I was going to have to strip off.


They don’t give vets medals for bravery but as I pulled off my overcoat and jacket and stood shivering in my shirt sleeves on that black hillside I felt I deserved one.


‘Hold her head,’ I gasped and soaped my arm quickly. By the light of the torch I felt my way into the vagina and I didn’t have to go very far before I found what I expected; a woolly little skull. It was bent downwards with the nose under the pelvis and the legs were back.


‘There’s another lamb in here,’ I said. ‘It’s laid wrong or it would have been born with its mate this afternoon.’


Even as I spoke my fingers had righted the presentation and I drew the little creature gently out and deposited him on the grass. I hadn’t expected him to be alive after his delayed entry but as he made contact with the cold ground his limbs gave a convulsive twitch and almost immediately I felt his ribs heaving under my hand.


For a moment I forgot the knife-like wind in the thrill which I always found in new life, the thrill that was always fresh, always warm. The ewe, too, seemed stimulated because in the darkness I felt her nose pushing interestedly at the new arrival.


But my pleasant ruminations were cut short by a scuffling from behind me and some muffled words.


‘Bugger it!’ mumbled Harold.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘Ah’ve kicked bucket ower.’


‘Oh no! Is the water all gone?’


‘Aye, nowt left.’


Well this was great. My arm was smeared with mucus after being inside the ewe. I couldn’t possibly put my jacket on without a wash.


Harold’s voice issued again from the darkness. ‘There’s some watter ower at building.’


‘Oh good. We’ve got to get this ewe and lambs over there anyway.’ I threw my clothes over my shoulder, tucked a lamb under each arm and began to blunder over the tussocks of grass to where I thought the barn lay. The ewe, clearly feeling better without her uncomfortable burden, trotted behind me.


It was Harold again who had to give me directions.


‘Ower ’ere!’ he shouted.


When I reached the barn I cowered thankfully behind the massive stones. It was no night for a stroll in shirt sleeves. Shaking uncontrollably I peered at the old man. I could just see his form in the last faint radiance of the torch and I wasn’t quite sure what he was doing. He had lifted a stone from the pasture and was bashing something with it; then I realized he was bending over the water trough, breaking the ice.


When he had finished he plunged the bucket into the trough and handed it to me.


‘There’s your watter,’ he said triumphantly.


I thought I had reached the ultimate in frigidity but when I plunged my hands into the black liquid with its floating icebergs I changed my mind. The torch had finally expired and I lost the soap very quickly. When I found I was trying to work up a lather with one of the pieces of ice I gave it up and dried my arms.


Somewhere nearby I could hear Harold humming under his breath, as comfortable as if he was by his own fireside. The vast amount of alcohol surging through his blood stream must have made him impervious to the cold.


We pushed the ewe and lambs into the barn which was piled high with hay and before leaving I struck a match and looked down at the little sheep and her new family settled comfortably among the fragrant clover. They would be safe and warm in there till morning.


My journey back to the village was less hazardous because the bucket on Harold’s knee was empty. I dropped him outside his house then I had to drive to the bottom of the village to turn; and as I came past the house again the sound forced its way into the car.


‘IF YOU WERE THE ONLY GIRL IN THE WORLD AND I WERE THE ONLY BOY!’


I stopped, wound the window down and listened in wonder. It was incredible how the noise reverberated around the quiet street and if it went on till four o’clock in the morning as the neighbours said, then they had my sympathy.


‘NOTHING ELSE WOULD MATTER IN THE WORLD TODAY!’


It struck me suddenly that I could soon get tired of Harold’s singing. His volume was impressive but for all that he would never be in great demand at Covent Garden; he constantly wavered off key and there was a grating quality in his top notes which set my teeth on edge.


‘WE WOULD GO ON LOVING IN THE SAME OLD WAY!’


Hurriedly I wound the window up and drove off. As the heaterless car picked its way between the endless flitting pattern of walls I crouched in frozen immobility behind the wheel. I had now reached the state of total numbness and I can’t remember much about my return to the yard at Skeldale House, nor my automatic actions of putting away the car, swinging shut the creaking doors of what had once been the old coach house, and trailing slowly down the long garden.


But a realization of my blessings began to return when I slid into bed and Helen, instead of shrinking away from me as it would have been natural to do, deliberately draped her feet and legs over the human ice block that was her husband. The bliss was unbelievable. It was worth getting out just to come back to this.


I glanced at the luminous dial of the alarm clock. It was three o’clock and as the warmth flowed over me and I drifted away, my mind went back to the ewe and lambs, snug in their scented barn. They would be asleep now, I would soon be asleep, everybody would be asleep.


Except, that is, Harold Ingledew’s neighbours. They still had an hour to go.
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I HAD ONLY TO sit up in bed to look right across Darrowby to the hills beyond.


I got up and walked to the window. It was going to be a fine morning and the early sun glanced over the weathered reds and greys of the jumbled roofs, some of them sagging under their burden of ancient tiles, and brightened the tufts of green where trees pushed upwards from the gardens among the bristle of chimney pots. And behind everything the calm bulk of the fells.


It was my good fortune that this was the first thing I saw every morning; after Helen, of course, which was better still.


Following our unorthodox tuberculin-testing honeymoon we had set up our first home on the top of Skeldale House. Siegfried, my boss up to my wedding and now my partner, had offered us free use of these empty rooms on the third storey and we had gratefully accepted; and though it was a makeshift arrangement there was an airy charm, an exhilaration in our high perch that many would have envied.


It was makeshift because everything at that time had a temporary complexion and we had no idea how long we would be there. Siegfried and I had both volunteered for the RAF and were on deferred service but that is all I am going to say about the war. This book is not about such things which in any case were so very far from Darrowby; it is the story of the months I had with Helen between our marriage and my call-up and is about the ordinary things which have always made up our lives; my work, the animals, the Dales.


This front room was our bed-sitter and though it was not luxuriously furnished it did have an excellent bed, a carpet, a handsome side table which had belonged to Helen’s mother and two armchairs. It had an ancient wardrobe, too, but the lock didn’t work and the only way we kept the door closed was by jamming one of my socks in it. The toe always dangled outside but it never seemed of any importance.


I went out and across a few feet of landing to our kitchen-dining room at the back. This apartment was definitely spartan. I clumped over bare boards to a bench we had rigged against the wall by the window. This held a gas ring and our crockery and cutlery. I seized a tall jug and began my long descent to the main kitchen downstairs because one minor snag was that there was no water at the top of the house. Down two flights to the three rooms on the first storey then down two more and a final gallop along the passage to the big stone-flagged kitchen at the end.


I filled the jug and returned to our eyrie two steps at a time. I wouldn’t like to do this now whenever I needed water but at that time I didn’t find it the least inconvenient.


Helen soon had the kettle boiling and we drank our first cup of tea by the window looking down on the long garden. From up here we had an aerial view of the unkempt lawns, the fruit trees, the wisteria climbing the weathered brick towards our window, and the high walls with their old stone copings stretching away to the cobbled yard under the elms. Every day I went up and down that path to the garage in the yard but it looked so different from above.


‘Wait a minute, Helen,’ I said. ‘Let me sit on that chair.’


She had laid the breakfast on the bench where we ate and this was where the difficulty arose. Because it was a tall bench and our recently acquired high stool fitted it but our chair didn’t.


‘No, I’m all right, Jim, really I am.’ She smiled at me reassuringly from her absurd position, almost at eye level with her plate.


‘You can’t be all right,’ I retorted. ‘Your chin’s nearly in among your cornflakes. Please let me sit there.’


She patted the seat of the stool. ‘Come on, stop arguing. Sit down and have your breakfast.’


This, I felt, just wouldn’t do. I tried a different tack.


‘Helen!’ I said severely. ‘Get off that chair!’


‘No!’ she replied without looking at me, her lips pushed forward in a characteristic pout which I always found enchanting but which also meant she wasn’t kidding.


I was at a loss. I toyed with the idea of pulling her off the chair, but she was a big girl. We had had a previous physical try-out when a minor disagreement had escalated into a wrestling match and though I thoroughly enjoyed the contest and actually won in the end I had been surprised by her sheer strength. At this time in the morning I didn’t feel up to it. I sat on the stool.


After breakfast Helen began to boil water for the washing-up, the next stage in our routine. Meanwhile I went downstairs, collected my gear, including suture material for a foal which had cut its leg and went out the side door into the garden. Just about opposite the rockery I turned and looked up at our window. It was open at the bottom and an arm emerged holding a dishcloth. I waved and the dishcloth waved back furiously. It was the start to every day.


And, driving from the yard, it seemed a good start. In fact everything was good. The raucous cawing of the rooks in the elms above as I closed the double doors, the clean fragrance of the air which greeted me every morning, and the challenge and interest of my job.


The injured foal was at Robert Corner’s farm and I hadn’t been there long before I spotted Jock, his sheepdog. And I began to watch the dog because behind a vet’s daily chore of treating his patients there is always the fascinating kaleidoscope of animal personality and Jock was an interesting case.


A lot of farm dogs are partial to a little light relief from their work. They like to play and one of their favourite games is chasing cars off the premises. Often I drove off with a hairy form galloping alongside and the dog would usually give a final defiant bark after a few hundred yards to speed me on my way. But Jock was different.


He was really dedicated. Car chasing to him was a deadly serious art which he practised daily without a trace of levity. Corner’s farm was at the end of a long track, twisting for nearly a mile between its stone walls down through the gently sloping fields to the road below and Jock didn’t consider he had done his job properly until he had escorted his chosen vehicle right to the very foot. So his hobby was an exacting one.


I watched him now as I finished stitching the foal’s leg and began to tie on a bandage. He was slinking about the buildings, a skinny little creature who without his mass of black and white hair would have been an almost invisible mite, and he was playing out a transparent charade of pretending he was taking no notice of me – wasn’t the least bit interested in my presence, in fact. But his furtive glances in the direction of the stable, his repeated criss-crossing of my line of vision gave him away. He was waiting for his big moment.


When I was putting on my shoes and throwing my wellingtons into the boot I saw him again. Or rather part of him; just a long nose and one eye protruding from beneath a broken door. It wasn’t till I had started the engine and begun to move off that he finally declared himself, stealing out from his hiding place, body low, tail trailing, eyes fixed intently on the car’s front wheels, and as I gathered speed and headed down the track he broke into an effortless lope.


I had been through this before and was always afraid he might run in front of me so I put my foot down and began to hurtle downhill. This was where Jock came into his own. I often wondered how he’d fare against a racing greyhound because by golly he could run. That sparse frame housed a perfect physical machine and the slender limbs reached and flew again and again, devouring the stony ground beneath, keeping up with the speeding car with joyful ease.


There was a sharp bend about halfway down and here Jock invariably sailed over the wall and streaked across the turf, a little dark blur against the green, and having craftily cut off the corner he reappeared like a missile zooming over the grey stones lower down. This put him into a nice position for the run to the road and when he finally saw me on to the tarmac my last view of him was of a happy, panting face looking after me. Clearly he considered it was a job well done and he would wander contentedly back up to the farm to await the next session, perhaps with the postman or the baker’s van.


And there was another side to Jock. He was an outstanding performer at the sheepdog trials and Mr Corner had won many trophies with him. In fact the farmer could have sold the little animal for a lot of money but couldn’t be persuaded to part with him. Instead he purchased a bitch, a scrawny little female counterpart of Jock and a trial winner in her own right. With this combination Mr Corner thought he could breed some world-beating types for sale. On my visits to the farm the bitch joined in the car-chasing but it seemed as though she was doing it more or less to humour her new mate and she always gave up at the first bend leaving Jock in command. You could see her heart wasn’t in it.


When the pups arrived, seven fluffy black balls tumbling about the yard and getting under everybody’s feet, Jock watched indulgently as they tried to follow him in his pursuit of my vehicle and you could almost see him laughing as they fell over their feet and were left trailing far behind.


It happened that I didn’t have to go there for about ten months but I saw Robert Corner in the market occasionally and he told me he was training the pups and they were shaping well. Not that they needed much training; it was in their blood and he said they had tried to round up the cattle and sheep nearly as soon as they could walk. When I finally saw them they were like seven Jocks – meagre, darting little creatures flitting noiselessly about the buildings – and it didn’t take me long to find out that they had learned more than sheep herding from their father. There was something very evocative about the way they began to prowl around in the background as I prepared to get into my car, peeping furtively from behind straw bales, slinking with elaborate nonchalance into favourable positions for a quick getaway. And as I settled in my seat I could sense they were all crouched in readiness for the off.


I revved my engine, let in the clutch with a bump and shot across the yard and in a second the immediate vicinity erupted in a mass of hairy forms. I roared on to the track and put my foot down and on either side of me the little animals pelted along shoulder to shoulder, their faces all wearing the intent fanatical expression I knew so well. When Jock cleared the wall the seven pups went with him and when they reappeared and entered the home straight I noticed something different. On past occasions Jock had always had one eye on the car – this was what he considered his opponent; but now on that last quarter mile as he hurtled along at the head of a shaggy phalanx he was glancing at the pups on either side as though they were the main opposition.


And there was no doubt he was in trouble. Superbly fit though he was, these stringy bundles of bone and sinew which he had fathered had all his speed plus the newly minted energy of youth and it was taking every shred of his power to keep up with them. Indeed there was one terrible moment when he stumbled and was engulfed by the bounding creatures around him; it seemed that all was lost but there was a core of steel in Jock. Eyes popping, nostrils dilated, he fought his way through the pack until by the time we reached the road he was once more in the lead.


But it had taken its toll. I slowed down before driving away and looked down at the little animal standing with lolling tongue and heaving flanks on the grass verge. It must have been like this with all the other vehicles and it wasn’t a merry game any more. I suppose it sounds silly to say you could read a dog’s thoughts but everything in his posture betrayed the mounting apprehension that his days of supremacy were numbered. Just round the corner lay the unthinkable ignominy of being left trailing in the rear of that litter of young upstarts and as I drew away Jock looked after me and his expression was eloquent.


‘How long can I keep this up?’


I felt for the little dog and on my next visit to the farm about two months later I wasn’t looking forward to witnessing the final degradation which I felt was inevitable. But when I drove into the yard I found the place strangely unpopulated.


Robert Corner was forking hay into the cow’s racks in the byre. He turned as I came in.


‘Where are all your dogs?’ I asked.


He put down his fork. ‘All gone. By gaw, there’s a market for good workin’ sheep dogs. I’ve done right well out of t’job.’


‘But you’ve still got Jock?’


‘Oh aye, ah couldn’t part with t’awd lad. He’s over there.’


And so he was, creeping around as of old, pretending he wasn’t watching me. And when the happy time finally arrived and I drove away it was like it used to be with the lean little animal haring along by the side of the car, but relaxed, enjoying the game, winging effortlessly over the wall and beating the car down to the tarmac with no trouble at all.


I think I was as relieved as he was that he was left alone with his supremacy unchallenged; that he was still top dog.
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THIS WAS MY third spring in the Dales but it was like the two before – and all the springs after. The kind of spring, that is, that a country vet knows; the din of the lambing pens, the bass rumble of the ewes and the high, insistent bawling of the lambs. This, for me, has always heralded the end of winter and the beginning of something new. This and the piercing Yorkshire wind and the hard, bright sunshine flooding the bare hillsides.


At the top of the grassy slope the pens, built of straw bales, formed a long row of square cubicles each holding a ewe with her lambs and I could see Rob Benson coming round the far end carrying two feeding buckets. Rob was hard at it; at this time of the year he didn’t go to bed for about six weeks; he would maybe take off his boots and doze by the kitchen fire at night but he was his own shepherd and never very far from the scene of action.


‘Ah’ve got a couple of cases for you today, Jim.’ His face, cracked and purpled by the weather, broke into a grin. ‘It’s not really you ah need, it’s that little lady’s hand of yours and right sharpish, too.’


He led the way to a bigger enclosure, holding several sheep. There was a scurry as we went in but he caught expertly at the fleece of a darting ewe. ‘This is the first one. You can see we haven’t a deal o’ time.’


I lifted the woolly tail and gasped. The lamb’s head was protruding from the vagina, the lips of the vulva clamped tightly behind the ears, and it had swollen enormously to more than twice its size. The eyes were mere puffed slits in the great oedematous ball and the tongue, blue and engorged, lolled from the mouth.


‘Well I’ve seen a few big heads, Rob, but I think this takes the prize.’


‘Aye, the little beggar came with his legs back. Just beat me to it. Ah was only away for an hour but he was up like a football. By hell it doesn’t take long. I know he wants his legs bringin’ round but what can I do with bloody great mitts like mine.’ He held out his huge hands, rough and swollen with the years of work.


While he spoke I was stripping off my jacket and as I rolled my shirt sleeves high the wind struck like a knife at my shrinking flesh. I soaped my fingers quickly and began to feel for a space round the lamb’s neck. For a moment the little eyes opened and regarded me disconsolately.


‘He’s alive, anyway,’ I said. ‘But he must feel terrible and he can’t do a thing about it.’


Easing my way round, I found a space down by the throat where I thought I might get through. This was where my ‘lady’s hand’ came in useful and I blessed it every spring; I could work inside the ewes with the minimum of discomfort to them and this was all-important because sheep, despite their outdoor hardiness, just won’t stand rough treatment.


With the utmost care I inched my way along the curly wool of the neck to the shoulder. Another push forward and I was able to hook a finger round the leg and draw it forward until I could feel the flexure of the knee; a little more twiddling and I had hold of the tiny cloven foot and drew it gently out into the light of day.


Well that was half the job done. I got up from the sack where I was kneeling and went over to the bucket of warm water; I’d use my left hand for the other leg and began to soap it thoroughly while one of the ewes, marshalling her lambs around her, glared at me indignantly and gave a warning stamp of her foot.


Turning, I kneeled again and began the same procedure and as I once more groped forward a tiny lamb dodged under my arm and began to suck at my patient’s udder. He was clearly enjoying it, too, if the little tail, twirling inches from my face, meant anything.


‘Where did this bloke come from?’ I asked, still feeling round.


The farmer smiled. ‘Oh that’s Herbert. Poor little youth’s mother won’t have ’im at any price. Took a spite at him at birth though she thinks world of her other lamb.’


‘Do you feed him, then?’


‘Nay, I was going to put him with the pet lambs but I saw he was fendin’ for himself. He pops from one ewe to t’other and gets a quick drink whenever he gets chance. I’ve never seen owt like it.’


‘Only a week old and an independent spirit, eh?’


‘That’s about the size of it, Jim. I notice ’is belly’s full every mornin’ so I reckon his ma must let him have a do during the night. She can’t see him in the dark – it must be the look of him she can’t stand.’


I watched the little creature for a moment. To me he seemed as full of knock-kneed charm as any of the others. Sheep were funny things.


I soon had the other leg out and once that obstruction was removed the lamb followed easily. He was a grotesque sight lying on the strawed grass, his enormous head dwarfing his body, but his ribs were heaving reassuringly and I knew the head would shrink back to normal as quickly as it had expanded. I had another search round inside the ewe but the uterus was empty.


‘There’s no more, Rob,’ I said.


The farmer grunted. ‘Aye, I thowt so, just a big single ’un. They’re the ones that cause the trouble.’


Drying my arms, I watched Herbert. He had left my patient when she moved round to lick her lamb and he was moving speculatively among the other ewes. Some of them warned him off with a shake of the head but eventually he managed to sneak up on a big, wide-bodied sheep and pushed his head underneath her. Immediately she swung round and with a fierce upward butt of her hard skull she sent the little animal flying high in the air in a whirl of flailing legs. He landed with a thud on his back and as I hurried towards him he leaped to his feet and trotted away.


‘Awd bitch!’ shouted the farmer and as I turned to him in some concern he shrugged. ‘I know, poor little sod, it’s rough, but I’ve got a feelin’ he wants it this way rather than being in the pen with the pet lambs. Look at ’im now.’


Herbert, quite unabashed, was approaching another ewe and as she bent over her feeding trough he nipped underneath her and his tail went into action again. There was no doubt about it – that lamb had guts.


‘Rob,’ I said as he caught my second patient. ‘Why do you call him Herbert?’


‘Well, that’s my youngest lad’s name and that lamb’s just like ’im the way he puts his head down and gets stuck in, fearless like.’


I put my hand into the second ewe. Here was a glorious mix up of three lambs; little heads, legs, a tail, all fighting their way towards the outside world and effectively stopping each other from moving an inch.


‘She’s been hanging about all morning and painin’,’ Rob said. ‘I knew summat was wrong.’


Moving a hand carefully around the uterus I began the fascinating business of sorting out the tangle which is just about my favourite job in practice. I had to bring a head and two legs up together in order to deliver a lamb; but they had to belong to the same lamb or I was in trouble. It was a matter of tracing each leg back to see if it was hind or fore, to find if it joined the shoulder or disappeared into the depths.


After a few minutes I had a lamb assembled inside with his proper appendages but as I drew the legs into view the neck telescoped and the head slipped back; there was barely room for it to come through the pelvic bones along with the shoulders and I had to coax it through with a finger in the eye socket. This was groaningly painful as the bones squeezed my hand but only for a few seconds because the ewe gave a final strain and the little nose was visible. After that it was easy and I had him on the grass within seconds. The little creature gave a convulsive shake of his head and the farmer wiped him down quickly with straw before pushing him to his mother’s head.


The ewe bent over him and began to lick his face and neck with little quick darts of her tongue; and she gave the deep chuckle of satisfaction that you hear from a sheep only at this time. The chuckling continued as I produced another pair of lambs from inside her, one of them hind end first, and, towelling my arms again, I watched her nosing round her triplets delightedly.


Soon they began to answer her with wavering, high-pitched cries and as I drew my coat thankfully over my cold-reddened arms, lamb number one began to struggle to his knees; he couldn’t quite make it to his feet and kept toppling on to his face but he knew where he was going, all right; he was headed for that udder with a singleness of purpose which would soon be satisfied.


Despite the wind cutting over the straw bales into my face I found myself grinning down at the scene; this was always the best part, the wonder that was always fresh, the miracle you couldn’t explain.


I heard from Rob Benson again a few days later. It was a Sunday afternoon and his voice was strained, almost panic stricken.


‘Jim, I’ve had a dog in among me in-lamb ewes. There was some folk up here with a car about dinner time and my neighbour said they had an Alsatian and it was chasing the sheep all over the field. There’s a hell of a mess – I tell you I’m frightened to look.’


‘I’m on my way.’ I dropped the receiver and hurried out to the car. I had a sinking dread of what would be waiting for me; the helpless animals lying with their throats torn, the terrifying lacerations of limbs and abdomen. I had seen it all before. The ones which didn’t have to be slaughtered would need stitching and on the way I made a mental check of the stock of suture silk in the boot.


The in-lamb ewes were in a field by the roadside and my heart gave a quick thump as I looked over the wall; arms resting on the rough loose stones I gazed with sick dismay across the pasture. This was worse than I had feared. The long slope of turf was dotted with prostrate sheep – there must have been about fifty of them, motionless woolly mounds scattered at intervals on the green.


Rob was standing just inside the gate. He hardly looked at me. Just gestured with his head.


‘Tell me what you think. I daren’t go in there.’


I left him and began to walk among the stricken creatures, rolling them over, lifting their legs, parting the fleece of their necks to examine them. Some were completely unconscious, others comatose; none of them could stand up. But as I worked my way up the field I felt a growing bewilderment. Finally I called back to the farmer.


‘Rob, come over here. There’s something very strange.’


‘Look,’ I said as the farmer approached hesitantly. ‘There’s not a drop of blood nor a wound anywhere and yet all the sheep are flat out. I can’t understand it.’


Rob bent over and gently raised a lolling head. ‘Aye, you’re right. What the hell’s done it, then?’


At that moment I couldn’t answer him, but a little bell was tinkling far away in the back of my mind. There was something familiar about that ewe the farmer had just handled. She was one of the few able to support herself on her chest and she was lying there, blank-eyed, oblivious of everything; but . . . that drunken nodding of the head, that watery nasal discharge . . . I had seen it before. I knelt down and as I put my face close to hers I heard a faint bubbling – almost a rattling – in her breathing. I knew then.


‘It’s calcium deficiency,’ I cried and began to gallop down the slope towards the car.


Rob trotted alongside me. ‘But what the ’ell? They get that after lambin’, don’t they?’


‘Yes, usually,’ I puffed. ‘But sudden exertion and stress can bring it on.’


‘Well ah never knew that,’ panted Rob. ‘How does it happen?’


I saved my breath. I wasn’t going to start an exposition on the effects of sudden derangement of the parathyroid. I was more concerned with wondering if I had enough calcium in the boot for fifty ewes. It was reassuring to see the long row of round tin caps peeping from their cardboard box; I must have filled up recently.


I injected the first ewe in the vein just to check my diagnosis – calcium works as quickly as that in sheep – and felt a quiet elation as the unconscious animal began to blink and tremble, then tried to struggle on to its chest.


‘We’ll inject the others under the skin,’ I said. ‘It’ll save time.’


I began to work my way up the field. Rob pulled forward the fore leg of each sheep so that I could insert the needle under the convenient patch of unwoolled skin just behind the elbow; and by the time I was halfway up the slope the ones at the bottom were walking about and getting their heads into the food troughs and hay racks.


It was one of the most satisfying experiences of my working life. Not clever, but a magical transfiguration; from despair to hope, from death to life within minutes.


I was throwing the empty bottles into the boot when Rob spoke. He was looking wonderingly up at the last of the ewes getting to its feet at the far end of the field.


‘Well Jim, I’ll tell you. I’ve never seen owt like that afore. But there’s one thing bothers me.’ He turned to me and his weathered features screwed up in puzzlement. ‘Ah can understand how gettin’ chased by a dog could affect some of them ewes, but why should the whole bloody lot go down?’


‘Rob,’ I said. ‘I don’t know.’


And, thirty years later, I still wonder. I still don’t know why the whole bloody lot went down.


I thought Rob had enough to worry about at the time, so I didn’t point out to him that other complications could be expected after the Alsatian episode. I wasn’t surprised when I had a call to the Benson farm within days.


I met him again on the hillside with the same wind whipping over the straw bale pens. The lambs had been arriving in a torrent and the noise was louder than ever. He led me to my patient.


‘There’s one with a bellyful of dead lambs, I reckon,’ he said, pointing to a ewe with her head drooping, ribs heaving. She stood quite motionless and made no attempt to move away when I went up to her; this one was really sick and as the stink of decomposition came up to me I knew the farmer’s diagnosis was right.


‘Well I suppose it had to happen to one at least after that chasing round,’ I said. ‘Let’s see what we can do, anyway.’


This kind of lambing is without charm but it has to be done to save the ewe. The lambs were putrid and distended with gas and I used a sharp scalpel to skin the legs to the shoulders so that I could remove them and deliver the little bodies with the least discomfort to the mother. When I had finished, the ewe’s head was almost touching the ground, she was panting rapidly and grating her teeth. I had nothing to offer her – no wriggling new creature for her to lick and revive her interest in life. What she needed was an injection of penicillin, but this was 1939 and the antibiotics were still a little way round the corner.


‘Well I wouldn’t give much for her,’ Rob grunted. ‘Is there owt more you can do?’


‘Oh, I’ll put some pessaries in her and give her an injection, but what she needs most is a lamb to look after. You know as well as I do that ewes in this condition usually give up if they’ve nothing to occupy them. You haven’t a spare lamb to put on her, have you?’


‘Not right now, I haven’t. And it’s now she needs it. Tomorrow’ll be too late.’


Just at that moment a familiar figure wandered into view. It was Herbert, the unwanted lamb, easily recognizable as he prowled from sheep to sheep in search of nourishment.


‘Hey, do you think she’d take that little chap?’ I asked the farmer.


He looked doubtful. ‘Well I don’t know – he’s a bit old. Nearly a fortnight and they like ’em newly born.’


‘But it’s worth a try isn’t it? Why not try the old trick on her?’


Rob grinned. ‘OK, we’ll do that. There’s nowt to lose. Anyway the little youth isn’t much bigger than a new-born ’un. He hasn’t grown as fast as his mates.’ He took out his penknife and quickly skinned one of the dead lambs, then he tied the skin over Herbert’s back and round his jutting ribs.


‘Poor little bugger, there’s nowt on ’im,’ he muttered. ‘If this doesn’t work he’s going in with the pet lambs.’


When he had finished he set Herbert on the grass and the lamb, resolute little character that he was, bored straight in under the sick ewe and began to suck. It seemed he wasn’t having much success because he gave the udder a few peremptory thumps with his hard little head; then his tail began to wiggle.


‘She’s lettin’ him have a drop, any road,’ Rob laughed.


Herbert was a type you couldn’t ignore and the big sheep, sick as she was, just had to turn her head for a look at him. She sniffed along the tied-on skin in a non-committal way then after a few seconds she gave a few quick licks and the merest beginning of the familiar deep chuckle.


I began to gather up my gear. ‘I hope he makes it,’ I said. ‘Those two need each other.’ As I left the pen Herbert, in his new jacket, was still working away.


For the next week I hardly seemed to have my coat on. The flood of sheep work was at its peak and I spent hours of every day with my arms in and out of buckets of hot water in all corners of the district – in the pens, in dark nooks in farm buildings or very often in the open fields, because the farmers of those days didn’t find anything disturbing in the sight of a vet kneeling in his shirt sleeves for an hour in the rain.


I had one more visit to Rob Benson’s place. To a ewe with a prolapsed uterus after lambing – a job whose chief delight was comparing it with the sweat of replacing a uterus in a cow.


It was so beautifully easy. Rob rolled the animal on to her side then held her more or less upside down by tying a length of rope to her hind legs and passing it round his neck. In that position she couldn’t strain and I disinfected the organ and pushed it back with the minimum of effort, gently inserting an arm at the finish to work it properly into place.


Afterwards the ewe trotted away unperturbed with her family to join the rapidly growing flock whose din was all around us.


‘Look!’ Rob cried. ‘There’s that awd ewe with Herbert. Over there on t’right – in the middle of that bunch.’ They all looked the same to me but to Rob, like all shepherds, they were as different as people and he picked out these two effortlessly.


They were near the top of the field and as I wanted to have a close look at them we manoeuvred them into a corner. The ewe, fiercely possessive, stamped her foot at us as we approached, and Herbert, who had discarded his woolly jacket, held close to the flank of his new mother. He was, I noticed, faintly obese in appearance.


‘You couldn’t call him a runt now, Rob,’ I said.


The farmer laughed. ‘Nay, t’awd lass has a bag like a cow and Herbert’s gettin’ the lot. By gaw, he’s in clover is that little youth and I reckon he saved the ewe’s life – she’d have pegged out all right, but she never looked back once he came along.’


I looked away, over the noisy pens, over the hundreds of sheep moving across the fields. I turned to the farmer. ‘I’m afraid you’ve seen a lot of me lately, Rob. I hope this is the last visit.’


‘Aye well it could be. We’re getting well through now . . . but it’s a hell of a time, lambin’, isn’t it?’


‘It is that. Well I must be off – I’ll leave you to it.’ I turned and made my way down the hillside, my arms raw and chafing in my sleeves, my cheeks whipped by the eternal wind gusting over the grass. At the gate I stopped and gazed back at the wide landscape, ribbed and streaked by the last of the winter’s snow, and at the dark grey banks of cloud riding across on the wind followed by lakes of brightest blue; and in seconds the fields and walls and woods burst into vivid life and I had to close my eyes against the sun’s glare. As I stood there the distant uproar came faintly down to me, the tumultuous harmony from deepest bass to highest treble; demanding, anxious, angry, loving.


The sound of the sheep, the sound of spring.
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AS THE FAINT rumbling growl rolled up from the rib cage into the ear pieces of my stethoscope the realization burst upon me with uncomfortable clarity that this was probably the biggest dog I had ever seen. In my limited past experience some Irish wolfhounds had undoubtedly been taller and a certain number of bull mastiffs had possibly been broader, but for sheer gross poundage this one had it. His name was Clancy.


It was a good name for an Irishman’s dog and Joe Mulligan was very Irish despite his many years in Yorkshire. Joe had brought him in to the afternoon surgery and as the huge hairy form ambled along, almost filling the passage, I was reminded of the times I had seen him out in the fields around Darrowby enduring the frisking attentions of smaller animals with massive benignity. He looked like a nice friendly dog.


But now there was this ominous sound echoing round the great thorax like a distant drum roll in a subterranean cavern, and as the chest piece of the stethoscope bumped along the ribs the sound swelled in volume and the lips fluttered over the enormous teeth as though a gentle breeze had stirred them. It was then that I became aware not only that Clancy was very big indeed but that my position, kneeling on the floor with my right ear a few inches from his mouth, was infinitely vulnerable.


I got to my feet and as I dropped the stethoscope into my pocket the dog gave me a cold look – a sideways glance without moving his head; and there was a chilling menace in his very immobility. I didn’t mind my patients snapping at me but this one, I felt sure, wouldn’t snap. If he started something it would be on a spectacular scale.


I stepped back a pace. ‘Now what did you say his symptoms were, Mr Mulligan?’


‘Phwaat’s that?’ Joe cupped his ear with his hand. I took a deep breath. ‘What’s the trouble with him?’ I shouted.


The old man looked at me with total incomprehension from beneath the straightly adjusted cloth cap. He fingered the muffler knotted immediately over his larynx and the pipe which grew from the dead centre of his mouth puffed blue wisps of puzzlement.


Then, remembering something of Clancy’s past history, I moved close to Mr Mulligan and bawled with all my power into his face. ‘Is he vomiting?’


The response was immediate. Joe smiled in great relief and removed his pipe. ‘Oh aye, he’s womitin’ sorr. He’s womitin’ bad.’ Clearly he was on familiar ground.


Over the years Clancy’s treatment had all been at long range. Siegfried had told me on the first day I had arrived in Darrowby two years ago that there was nothing wrong with the dog which he had described as a cross between an Airedale and a donkey, but his penchant for eating every bit of rubbish in his path had the inevitable result. A large bottle of bismuth, mag carb mixture had been dispensed at regular intervals. He had also told me that Clancy, when bored, used occasionally to throw Joe to the ground and worry him like a rat just for a bit of light relief. But his master still adored him.


Prickings of conscience told me I should carry out a full examination. Take his temperature, for instance. All I had to do was to grab hold of that tail, lift it and push a thermometer into his rectum. The dog turned his head and met my eye with a blank stare; again I heard the low booming drum roll and the upper lip lifted a fraction to show a quick gleam of white.


‘Yes, yes, right, Mr Mulligan,’ I said briskly. ‘I’ll get you a bottle of the usual.’


In the dispensary, under the rows of bottles with their Latin names and glass stoppers I shook up the mixture in a ten ounce bottle, corked it, stuck on a label and wrote the directions. Joe seemed well satisfied as he pocketed the familiar white medicine but as he turned to go my conscience smote me again. The dog did look perfectly fit but maybe he ought to be seen again.


‘Bring him back again on Thursday afternoon at two o’clock,’ I yelled into the old man’s ear. ‘And please come on time if you can. You were a bit late today.’


I watched Mr Mulligan going down the street, preceded by his pipe from which regular puffs rose upwards as though from a departing railway engine. Behind him ambled Clancy, a picture of massive calm. With his all-over covering of tight brown curls he did indeed look like a gigantic Airedale.


Thursday afternoon, I ruminated. That was my half day and at two o’clock I’d probably be watching the afternoon cinema show in Brawton, with Helen.


The following Friday morning Siegfried was sitting behind his desk, working out the morning rounds. He scribbled a list of visits on a pad, tore out the sheet and handed it to me.


‘Here you are, James, I think that’ll just about keep you out of mischief till lunch-time.’ Then something in the previous day’s entries caught his eye and he turned to his younger brother who was at his morning task of stoking the fire.


‘Tristan, I see Joe Mulligan was in yesterday afternoon with his dog and you saw it. What did you make of it?’


Tristan put down his bucket. ‘Oh, I gave him some of the bismuth mixture.’


‘Yes, but what did your examination of the patient disclose?’


‘Well now, let’s see.’ Tristan rubbed his chin. ‘He looked pretty lively, really.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Yes . . . yes . . . I think so.’


Siegfried turned back to me. ‘And how about you, James? You saw the dog the day before. What were your findings?’


‘Well it was a bit difficult,’ I said. ‘That dog’s as big as an elephant and there’s something creepy about him. He seemed to me to be just waiting his chance and there was only old Joe to hold him. I’m afraid I wasn’t able to make a close examination but I must say I thought the same as Tristan – he did look pretty lively.’


Siegfried put down his pen wearily. On the previous night, fate had dealt him one of the shattering blows which it occasionally reserves for vets – a call at each end of his sleeping time. He had been dragged from his bed at 1 a.m. and again at 6 a.m. and the fires of his personality were temporarily damped.


He passed a hand across his eyes. ‘Well God help us. You, James, a veterinary surgeon of two years’ experience and you, Tristan, a final year student can’t come up with anything better between you than the phrase “pretty lively”. It’s a bloody poor thing! Hardly a worthy description of clinical findings is it? When an animal comes in here I expect you to record pulse, temperature and respiratory rate. To auscultate the chest and thoroughly palpate the abdomen. To open his mouth and examine teeth gums and pharynx. To check the condition of the skin. To catheterize him and examine the urine if necessary.’


‘Right,’ I said.


‘OK,’ said Tristan.


My partner rose from his seat. ‘Have you fixed another appointment?’


‘I have, yes.’ Tristan drew his packet of Woodbines from his pocket. ‘For Monday. And since Mr Mulligan’s always late for the surgery I said we’d visit the dog at his home in the evening.’


‘I see.’ Siegfried made a note on the pad, then he looked up suddenly. ‘That’s when you and James are going to the young farmers’ meeting, isn’t it?’


The young man drew on his cigarette. ‘That’s right. Good for the practice for us to mix with the young clients.’


‘Very well,’ Siegfried said as he walked to the door. ‘I’ll see the dog myself.’


On the following Tuesday I was fairly confident that Siegfried would have something to say about Mulligan’s dog, if only to point out the benefits of a thorough clinical examination. But he was silent on the subject.


It happened that I came upon old Joe in the market place sauntering over the cobbles with Clancy inevitably trotting at his heels.


I went up to him and shouted in his ear. ‘How’s your dog?’


Mr Mulligan removed his pipe and smiled with slow benevolence. ‘Oh foine, sorr, foine. Still vomitin’ a bit, but not bad.’


‘Mr Farnon fixed him up, then?’


‘Aye, gave him some more of the white medicine. It’s wonderful stuff, sorr, wonderful stuff.’


‘Good, good,’ I said. ‘He didn’t find anything else when he examined him?’


Joe took another suck at his pipe. ‘No he didn’t now, he didn’t. He’s a clever man, Mr Farnon – I’ve niver seen a man work as fast, no I haven’t.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well now he saw all he wanted in tree seconds, so he did.’


I was mystified. ‘Three seconds?’


‘Yes,’ said Mr Mulligan firmly. ‘Not a moment more.’


‘Amazing. What happened?’


Joe tapped out his pipe on his heel and without haste took out a knife and began to carve a refill from an evil-looking coil of black twist. ‘Well now I’ll tell ye. Mr Farnon is a man who moves awful sudden, and that night he banged on our front door and jumped into the room.’ (I knew those cottages. There was no hall or lobby – you walked straight from the street into the living room.) ‘And as he came in he was pullin’ his thermometer out of its case. Well now Clancy was lyin’ by the fire and he rose up in a flash and he gave a bit of a wuff, so he did.’


‘A bit of a wuff, eh?’ I could imagine the hairy monster leaping up and baying into Siegfried’s face. I could see the gaping jaws, the gleaming teeth.


‘Aye, just a bit of a wuff. Well, Mr Farnon just put the thermometer straight back in its case turned round and went out the door.’


‘Didn’t he say anything?’ I asked.


‘No, divil a word. Just turned about like a soldier and marched out the door, so he did.’


It sounded authentic. Siegfried was a man of instant decision. I put my hand out to pat Clancy but something in his eyes made me change my mind.


‘Well, I’m glad he’s better,’ I shouted.


The old man ignited his pipe with an ancient brass lighter, puffed a cloud of choking blue smoke into my face and tapped a little metal lid on to the bowl. ‘Aye, Mr Farnon sent round a big bottle of the white stuff and it’s done ’im good. Mind yous,’ he gave a beatific smile, ‘Clancy’s allus been one for the womitin’, so he has.’


Nothing more was said about the big dog for over a week, but Siegfried’s professional conscience must have been niggling at him because he came into the dispensary one afternoon when Tristan and I were busy at the tasks which have passed into history – making up fever drinks, stomach powders, boric acid pessaries. He was elaborately casual.


‘Oh by the way, I dropped a note to Joe Mulligan. I’m not entirely convinced that we have adequately explored the causes of his dog’s symptoms. This womiting . . . er, vomiting is almost certainly due to depraved appetite but I just want to make sure. So I have asked him to bring him round tomorrow afternoon between two and two thirty when we’ll all be here.’


No cries of joy greeted his statement, so he continued. ‘I suppose you could say that this dog is to some degree a difficult animal and I think we should plan accordingly.’ He turned to me. ‘James, when he arrives you get hold of his back end, will you?’


‘Right,’ I replied without enthusiasm.


He faced his brother. ‘And you, Tristan, can deal with the head. OK?’


‘Fine, fine,’ Tristan muttered, his face expressionless.


His brother continued. ‘I suggest you get a good grip with your arms round his neck and I’ll be ready to give him a shot of sedative.’


‘Splendid, splendid,’ said Tristan.


‘Ah well, that’s capital.’ My partner rubbed his hands together. ‘Once I get the dope into him the rest will be easy. I do like to satisfy my mind about these things.’


It was a typical Dales practice at Darrowby; mainly large animal and we didn’t have packed waiting rooms at surgery times. But on the following afternoon we had nobody in at all, and it added to the tension of waiting. The three of us mooched about the office, making aimless conversation, glancing with studied carelessness into the front street, whistling little tunes to ourselves. By two twenty-five we had all fallen silent. Over the next five minutes we consulted our watches about every thirty seconds, then at exactly two thirty Siegfried spoke up.


‘This is no damn good. I told Joe he had to be here before half past but he’s taken not a bit of notice. He’s always late and there doesn’t seem to be any way to get him here on time.’ He took a last look out of the window at the empty street. ‘Right we’re not waiting any longer. You and I, James, have got that colt to cut and you, Tristan, have to see that beast of Wilson’s. So let’s be off.’


Up till then, Laurel and Hardy were the only people I had ever seen getting jammed together in doorways but there was a moment when the three of us gave a passable imitation of the famous comics as we all fought our way into the passage at the same time. Within seconds we were in the street and Tristan was roaring off in a cloud of exhaust smoke. My colleague and I proceeded almost as rapidly in the opposite direction.


At the end of Trengate we turned into the market place and I looked around in vain for signs of Mr Mulligan. It wasn’t until we had reached the outskirts of the town that we saw him. He had just left his house and was pacing along under a moving pall of blue smoke with Clancy as always bringing up the rear.


‘There he is!’ Siegfried exclaimed. ‘Would you believe it? At the rate he’s going he’ll get to the surgery around three o’clock. Well we won’t be there and it’s his own fault.’ He looked at the great curly-coated animal tripping along, a picture of health and energy. ‘Well, I suppose we’d have been wasting our time examining that dog in any case. There’s nothing really wrong with him.’


For a moment he paused, lost in thought, then he turned to me.


‘He does look pretty lively, doesn’t he?’
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‘THEM MASTICKS,’ said Mr Pickersgill judicially, ‘is a proper bugger.’


I nodded my head in agreement that his mastitis problem was indeed giving cause for concern; and reflected at the same time that while most farmers would have been content with the local word ‘felon’ it was typical that Mr Pickersgill should make a determined if somewhat inaccurate attempt at the scientific term.


He didn’t usually go too far off the mark – most of his efforts were near misses or bore obvious evidence of their derivation – but I could never really fathom where he got the masticks. I did know that once he fastened on to an expression it never changed; mastitis had always been ‘them masticks’ with him and it always would be. And I knew, too, that nothing would ever stop him doggedly trying to be right. This, because Mr Pickersgill had what he considered to be a scholastic background. He was a man of about sixty and when in his teens he had attended a two-week course of instruction for agricultural workers at Leeds University. This brief glimpse of the academic life had left an indelible impression on his mind, and it was as if the intimation of something deep and true behind the facts of his everyday work had kindled a flame in him which had illumined his subsequent life.


No capped and gowned don ever looked back to his years among the spires of Oxford with more nostalgia than did Mr Pickersgill to his fortnight at Leeds and his conversation was usually laced with references to a godlike Professor Malleson who had apparently been in charge of the course.


‘Ah don’t know what to make of it,’ he continued. ‘In ma college days I was allus told that you got a big swollen bag and dirty milk with them masticks but this must be another kind. Just little bits of flakes in the milk off and on – neither nowt nor something, but I’m right fed up with it, I’ll tell you.’


I took a sip from the cup of tea which Mrs Pickersgill had placed in front of me on the kitchen table. ‘Yes, it’s very worrying the way it keeps going on and on. I’m sure there’s a definite factor behind it all – I wish I could put my finger on it.’


But in fact I had a good idea what was behind it. I had happened in at the little byre late one afternoon when Mr Pickersgill and his daughter Olive were milking their ten cows. I had watched the two at work as they crouched under the row of roan and red backs and one thing was immediately obvious; while Olive drew the milk by almost imperceptible movements of her fingers and with a motionless wrist, her father hauled away at the teats as though he was trying to ring in the new year.


This insight coupled with the fact that it was always the cows Mr Pickersgill milked that gave trouble was enough to convince me that the chronic mastitis was of traumatic origin.


But how to tell the farmer that he wasn’t doing his job right and that the only solution was to learn a more gentle technique or let Olive take over all the milking?


It wouldn’t be easy because Mr Pickersgill was an impressive man. I don’t suppose he had a spare penny in the world but even as he sat there in the kitchen in his tattered, collarless flannel shirt and braces he looked, as always, like an industrial tycoon. You could imagine that massive head with its fleshy cheeks, noble brow and serene eyes looking out from the financial pages of the Times. Put him in a bowler and striped trousers and you’d have the perfect chairman of the board.


I was very chary of affronting such natural dignity and anyway, Mr Pickersgill was fundamentally a fine stocksman. His few cows, like all the animals of that fast-dying breed of small farmer, were fat and sleek and clean. You had to look after your beasts when they were your only source of income and somehow Mr Pickersgill had brought up a family by milk production eked out by selling a few pigs and the eggs from his wife’s fifty hens.


I could never quite work out how they did it but they lived, and they lived graciously. All the family but Olive had married and left home but there was still a rich decorum and harmony in that house. The present scene was typical. The farmer expounding gravely, Mrs Pickersgill bustling about in the background, listening to him with quiet pride. Olive, too, was happy. Though in her late thirties, she had no fears of spinsterhood because she had been assiduously courted for fifteen years by Charlie Hudson from the Darrowby fish shop and though Charlie was not a tempestuous suitor there was nothing flighty about him and he was confidently expected to pop the question over the next ten years or so.


Mr Pickersgill offered me another buttered scone and when I declined he cleared his throat a few times as though trying to find words. ‘Mr Herriot,’ he said at last, ‘I don’t like to tell nobody his job, but we’ve tried all your remedies for them masticks and we’ve still got trouble. Now when I studied under Professor Malleson I noted down a lot of good cures and I’d like to try this ’un. Have a look at it.’


He put his hand in his hip pocket and produced a yellowed slip of paper almost falling apart at the folds. ‘It’s an udder salve. Maybe if we gave the bags a good rub with it it’d do t’trick.’


I read the prescription in the fine copperplate writing. Camphor, eucalyptus, zinc oxide – a long list of the old familiar names. I couldn’t help feeling a kind of affection for them but it was tempered by a growing disillusion. I was about to say that I didn’t think rubbing anything on the udder would make the slightest difference when the farmer groaned loudly.


The action of reaching into his hip pocket had brought on a twinge of his lumbago and he sat very upright, grimacing with pain.


‘This bloody old back of mine! By gaw, it does give me some stick, and doctor can’t do nowt about it. I’ve had enough pills to make me rattle but ah get no relief.’


I’m not brilliant but I do get the odd blinding flash and I had one now.


‘Mr Pickersgill,’ I said solemnly, ‘You’ve suffered from that lumbago ever since I’ve known you and I’ve just thought of something. I believe I know how to cure it.’


The farmer’s eyes widened and he stared at me with a childlike trust in which there was no trace of scepticism. This could be expected, because just as people place more reliance on the words of knacker men and meal travellers than their vets’ when their animals are concerned it was natural that they would believe the vet rather than their doctor with their own ailments.


‘You know how to put me right?’ he said faintly.


‘I think so, and it has nothing to do with medicine. You’ll have to stop milking.’


‘Stop milking! What the ’ell . . .?’


‘Of course. Don’t you see, it’s sitting crouched on that little stool night and morning every day of the week that’s doing it. You’re a big chap and you’ve got to bend to get down there – I’m sure it’s bad for you.’


Mr Pickersgill gazed into space as though he had seen a vision. ‘You really think . . .’


‘Yes, I do. You ought to give it a try, anyway. Olive can do the milking. She’s always saying she ought to do it all.’


‘That’s right, Dad,’ Olive chimed in. ‘I like milking, you know I do, and it’s time you gave it up – you’ve done it ever since you were a lad.’


‘Dang it, young man, I believe you’re right! I’ll pack it in, now – I’ve made my decision!’ Mr Pickersgill threw up his fine head, looked imperiously around him and crashed his fist on the table as though he had just concluded a merger between two oil companies.


I stood up. ‘Fine, fine. I’ll take this prescription with me and make up the udder salve. It’ll be ready for you tonight and I should start using it immediately.’


It was about a month later that I saw Mr Pickersgill. He was on a bicycle, pedalling majestically across the market place and he dismounted when he saw me.


‘Now then, Mr Herriot,’ he said, puffing slightly. ‘I’m glad I’ve met you. I’ve been meaning to come and tell you that we don’t have no flakes in the milk now. Ever since we started with t’salve they began to disappear and milk’s as clear as it can be now.’


‘Oh, great. And how’s your lumbago?’


‘Well I’ll tell you, you’ve really capped it and I’m grateful. Ah’ve never milked since that day and I hardly get a twinge now.’ He paused and smiled indulgently. ‘You gave me some good advice for me back, but we had to go back to awd Professor Malleson to cure them masticks, didn’t we?’


My next encounter with Mr Pickersgill was on the telephone.


‘I’m speaking from the cossack,’ he said in a subdued shout.


‘From the what?’


‘The cossack, the telephone cossack in t’village.’


‘Yes indeed,’ I said. ‘And what can I do for you?’


‘I want you to come out as soon as possible, to treat a calf for semolina.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I ’ave a calf with semolina.’


‘Semolina?’


‘Aye, that’s right. A feller was on about it on t’wireless the other morning.’


‘Oh! Ah yes, I see.’ I too had heard a bit of the farming talk on salmonella infection in calves. ‘What makes you think you’ve got this trouble?’


‘Well it’s just like that feller said. Me calf’s bleeding from the rectrum.’


‘From the . . .? Yes, yes, of course. Well I’d better have a look at him – I won’t be long.’


The calf was pretty ill when I saw him and he did have rectal bleeding, but it wasn’t like salmonella.


‘There’s no diarrhoea, you see, Mr Pickersgill,’ I said. ‘In fact, he seems to be constipated. This is almost pure blood coming away from him. And he hasn’t got a very high temperature.’


The farmer seemed a little disappointed. ‘Dang, I thowt it was just same as that feller was talking about. He said you could send samples off to the labrador.’


‘Eh? To the what?’


‘The investigation labrador – you know.’


‘Oh yes, quite, but I don’t think the lab would be of any help in this case.’


‘Aye well, what’s wrong with him, then? Is something the matter with his rectrum?’


‘No, no,’ I said. ‘But there seems to be some obstruction high up his bowel which is causing this haemorrhage.’ I looked at the little animal standing motionless with his back up. He was totally preoccupied with some internal discomfort and now and then he strained and grunted softly.


And of course I should have known straight away – it was so obvious. But I suppose we all have blind spells when we can’t see what is pushed in front of our eyes, and for a few days I played around with that calf in a haze of ignorance, giving it this and that medicine which I’d rather not talk about.


But I was lucky. He recovered in spite of my treatment. It wasn’t until Mr Pickersgill showed me the little roll of necrotic tissue which the calf had passed that the thing dawned on me.


I turned, shame-faced, to the farmer. ‘This is a bit of dead bowel all telescoped together – an intussusception. It’s usually a fatal condition but fortunately in this case the obstruction has sloughed away and your calf should be all right now.’


‘What was it you called it?’


‘An intussusception.’


Mr Pickersgill’s lips moved tentatively and for a moment I thought he was going to have a shot at it. But he apparently decided against it. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘That’s what it was, was it?’


‘Yes, and it’s difficult to say just what caused it.’


The farmer sniffed. ‘I’ll bet I know what was behind it. I always said this one ’ud be a weakly calf. When he was born he bled a lot from his biblical cord.’


Mr Pickersgill hadn’t finished with me yet. It was only a week later that I heard him on the phone again.


‘Get out here, quick. There’s one of me pigs going bezique.’


‘Bezique?’ With an effort I put away from me a mental picture of two porkers facing each other over a green baize table. ‘I’m afraid I don’t quite . . .’


‘Aye, ah gave him a dose of worm medicine and he started jumpin’ about and rollin’ on his back. I tell you he’s going proper bezique.’


‘Ah! Yes, yes I see, right. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.’


The pig had quieted down a bit when I arrived but was still in a considerable pain, getting up, lying down, trotting in spurts round the pen. I gave him half a grain of morphine hydrochloride as a sedative and within a few minutes he began to relax and finally curled up in the straw.


‘Looks as though he’s going to be all right,’ I said. ‘But what’s this worm medicine you gave him?’


Mr Pickersgill produced the bottle sheepishly.


‘Bloke was coming round sellin’ them. Said it would shift any worms you cared to name.’


‘It nearly shifted your pig, didn’t it?’ I sniffed at the mixture. ‘And no wonder. It smells almost like pure turpentine.’


‘Turpentine! Well by gaw is that all it is? And bloke said it was summat new. Charged me an absorbent price for it too.’


I gave him back the bottle. ‘Well never mind, I don’t think there’s any harm done, but I think the dustbin’s the best place for that.’


As I was getting into my car I looked up at the farmer. ‘You must be about sick of the sight of me. First the mastitis, then the calf and now your pig. You’ve had a bad run.’


Mr Pickersgill squared his shoulders and gazed at me with massive composure. Again I was conscious of the sheer presence of the man.


‘Young feller,’ he said. ‘That don’t bother me. When there’s stock there’s trouble and ah know from experience that trouble allus comes in cyclones.’
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