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Introduction

Low Arvie, June
2005

Hello,

Have you ever
had a dream?

A dream of
living life to its fullest extent.

A dream where
life is varied, exciting, perhaps not always carefree but where
there are no problems, just challenges which you meet head on, with
joy in your heart and the determination to succeed in your
head…where there is no one standing over you ready to criticise or
harass…where you wake every morning happy to greet the day,
whatever the weather…where you know that there may be hard work
ahead, but that when you reach your bed again at night, the chances
are much better than even that you will be looking back upon a day
of fulfilment and satisfaction ….. a life that means that when you
are too old to work any more and you can only sit by the fire and
re-live your yesterdays, all the memories will make you smile.

A farm, a small
piece of land that we could call our own, where we could live out
the second half of our lives in harmony with nature and at peace
with the world, perhaps grow corn or rear cows, whatever the land
we bought dictated. This was our dream. We were lucky. We found it
and we live it. It wasn’t easy, it took a lot of searching, a long
time to realise, but this is the story of what happened when we
did.

I hope you
enjoy sharing our journey and that it will give you pause for
thought about the life you live now and, if you find that it is
less than perfect, that you will be inspired to follow your dream,
whatever that might be…
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Chapter One Buying the farm

 


 


The first
time we saw Low Arvie, it was pouring with rain and we had just
driven 200 miles with the raindrops beating against the windscreen
all the way from Ferrybridge. The sky was dark and the light
beginning to fade. The house looked sad and forlorn and the
farmyard empty and unkempt with the rivulets running down its
length, joining together like the veins of an arm and collecting
into a large pool at the far corner. We were singularly unimpressed
and our mood, as gloomy as the sky, was in deep contrast to the one
we had set out with that morning in the bright spring sunshine,
full of high hopes that this would be our dream home.

We had
been searching for a farm for three years but the criteria had
become somewhat less stringent over that time as our available
capital was ever diminished by the falling stock market and the
subsequent continuous lowering of interest rates. We wanted
somewhere away from the hurly-burly that life had become, somewhere
with enough land to be genuinely called a farm, situated in a green
and pleasant land, isolated enough to satisfy Richard’s desire for
privacy but not so isolated to suit my intermittent gregariousness,
somewhere with long views and the large farmhouse kitchen that I
had been dreaming of for a long time.

The price of such places was rapidly going away from our
limited resources, but on paper, Low Arvie had seemed to fulfil
most of these conditions and looked to be a reasonable buy at the
guide price. We had seen so many places over our three-year search
and I had always felt that I would know the instant we walked
into the one. We
had agreed that both of us needed to like the property, and after
the two false starts where only one of us had really liked the
property and it had been a compromise for the other, we set off
that day, Saturday 18th May with hopes as high as the weather was
beautiful. Within fifteen miles the sunshine has gone and the rain
began and with it our hopes and mood became more and more dour
until, on our arrival, it seemed to sink towards
despair.

The
house, though entirely habitable and nicely decorated with plain
colours (although a bit too much pink), was small. The views to the
east and west were fairly long but all the windows in the house
faced south towards the road some 70 metres away. The nearest
village was one and a quarter miles away, but there was a small
cluster of houses half a mile up the road whose chimneys could just
be seen by peering around the corner of the window and the only
criterion which was fully met was that, with 120 acres of land, Low
Arvie was definitely a farm. On closer inspection, however, only
twenty of them were covered in grass with the rest growing lush
flushes of rush. In the gloomy daylight and the incessant rain and
after such a dreary journey, it seemed far from the idyllic place
we had hoped for.

The
system of purchasing a property in Scotland is entirely different
to England where one is not committed to the purchase until the
contracts are exchanged. Up here, when there is more than one
interested prospective purchaser, it is usual for a closing date to
be set and to request sealed bids, properly drawn up by a solicitor
to be handed in to the estate agent. Once the bid is entered, you
are committed to the purchase if yours is the one that is chosen.
The vendor gives no guarantees to sell to the highest bid, but can
take time to investigate the ability to pay which has to be
included in the bid. If you are not the chosen bidder, then there
is no recourse to ‘gazumping’ or re-negotiation. If your bid is the
accepted one then you are committed to go ahead or be penalised.
The previous week we had been beaten into third place on another
farm not far away from Low Arvie (I had liked it and Richard had
compromised) and had tasted the disappointment that being the loser
under this system bring.

We had
hoped to find, in Low Arvie, a property that would remove this
disappointment and replace it with joyful anticipation. It was,
therefore, with heavy hearts that we left the little house to its
lonely rainy evening and drove away to find the B&B that I had
booked.

The next
morning it was still raining hard but we decided to drive back to
the farm for a further look before heading back south. We drove
slowly along the mile of road frontage, past the myriad rushes with
the relentless rain dripping from them. I began to think how the
brown of the rushes contrasted attractively with the patchwork of
grass that grew on the higher drums between the low-lying areas. As
we approached the far end of the farm’s land I saw that there was a
small stretch of broad-leaved woodland where the burn flowed under
the road and wended its way, roughly marking the north-western
boundary of the farm. Amongst the trees I could see the bright
yellow flowers of kingcup growing along its banks. There were dry
stone walls snaking across the land that appeared to bound some
reasonably grassy fields where the rushes only grew around the low
perimeters. The higher domes were covered with high green spring
grass, crying out to be grazed.

We turned
the car round and gazed in silence at the land. When we were level
with the house, Richard stopped the car and we sat, each one lost
in our own thoughts. The house, sitting slightly higher than the
road, at the end of a short track, was small, but nevertheless
seemed friendly and attractive in the morning light. It had new
windows and the decor, even though mostly pink - the one colour I
disliked - was such that we could move in and live without doing
any work first.

The
buildings grouped around the back were modern in design - there
were no old stone byres - and though they had not been erected
recently they were weatherproof and serviceable. The conifer
plantation behind the house was planted on the much lower ground
there and provided an attractive backdrop to the house rather than
overshadowing it. As I sat there, I knew that Richard was running
through the different criteria with which he would be concerned,
what kind of farming he could follow here, what work would be
required before a start could be made, what kind of life could we
make for ourselves here. I waited without any idea of what he would
say when he eventually spoke, but I knew that whatever it was, it
would be ok for me. I could drive away from here either to continue
the search, or to work out a realistic bid to buy this place, with
complete equanimity of mind. We had looked at so many farms over
the preceding three years, and had actually only bid on the one
that I had liked, that I had come to face the prospect of life as
being a constant search without any resolution. In some ways this
was a far less scary proposition than actually finding and buying
somewhere!

The
silence went on for a long time and I could not tell what Richard
was thinking. I think I was quite surprised when eventually he
said, “I think we have to have a go for this.” I gulped hard and
immediately my mind went into panic. I can’t remember any of the
drive back home as a whirl of figures and half-formed ideas floated
around in my head. There was such a lot to decide if we were going
to ‘have a go’.

The farm
we had bid on and lost was in the same area and we learned that our
bid had been beaten by ten thousand pounds. This gave us something
to work with, as the final price of that farm had been about twenty
percent higher than the guide price. We worked around this figure
adding twenty percent to the guide price of Low Arvie and decided
to bid at that level. We had three weeks before the closing date
when bids had to be in and, having decided the price we wanted to
offer, we got on with the daily routine of our life. I am no good
at coping with suspense and every moment that I relaxed, my mind
flew to Low Arvie and all that it meant and would mean to us,
whether we got it or not. Richard suffered one of his migraine
attacks during the next week brought on no doubt by the stress of
his thoughts around the event, but I knew that once he had said
that we should bid on the place, he would not change his mind. This
was some comfort to me as it gave me a focus for my thoughts. At
least I knew that we would ‘have a go.’ Fortunately I had things to
occupy my mind, as the course I was following at the local College
was now more than two thirds of the way through and there was work
to be completed for that.

Over the
next few days the estate agent’s brochure of Low Arvie stayed
within easy reach on the coffee table and I watched Richard pick it
up periodically and sit working out different things with the
calculator, making plans in his head for the farm he would create,
if we were successful. From time to time he would discuss some
point or other with me, either acreages of woodland, numbers of
livestock that the land would support or the machinery he would
require.

As time
went by and we chatted about these various points, we decided that
our original idea of the price we would bid was too high for the
opportunities that the farm gave. There was a lot of work needing
to be done, the land was very wet - indeed one of the fields was
actually called the Bog of Allen and filled over 15 acres of the
120 - and we kept coming back to the size of the house. It had only
two rooms of any size downstairs with a small lean to kitchen at
the back and one other room, which was tiny. The two bedrooms were
of reasonable floor area but had coombed ceilings, which took away
much useful space. The only other room was the bathroom, which was
just big enough to hold the usual offices of bath, basin and
toilet. On the plus side it was carpeted and curtained, the Esse
range had been left on making the atmosphere warm and welcoming
when we had gone in, and keeping any damp at bay while the house
was empty; and the decor was of a reasonable standard. Putting all
this together we decided to downsize our offer by 7 percent. This
gave us a figure that was still substantially above the guide price
but left a bigger slice of our capital to use. With a week to go to
the closing date, Richard rang our Scottish solicitor and asked him
to put in our offer on the due day.

There
were many things that had to be done down in Yorkshire before we
could really think about moving, but now that we had put our offer
in we felt a fresh impetus to get on and complete a few of them.
The next few days were spent working hard to move these projects on
and we had little time to think about Low Arvie. I deliberately
tried to think philosophically about the offer, having been
disappointed before, and carried on with my College work. I had
been fortunate enough to be offered a place at Strathclyde
University for the following October to do a Postgraduate Diploma
in Counselling. I had begun a Foundation Course in Counselling the
previous year, as it was something that I found interesting and I
had time on my hands. What I hadn’t expected was the very great
enjoyment that the course gave me and I went on to follow a course
in Bereavement Counselling and then enrolled on two Certificate
level courses in Counselling Skills and Theory. I was thoroughly
enjoying them both and had also met and made several new very good
friends - something I had lacked for several years, after changing
the course of my life. I had decided to apply to Strathclyde as it
had an excellent reputation in Counselling Training, it was in
Scotland and the Course was only one year. I had reasoned that we
would not find a farm too quickly and I could spend a year gaining
a qualification, which might prove useful in the future. I could
not have foreseen then that it was not to be, and I was busy making
plans to leave my Mother, who was 90 years of age at this time,
with sufficient support whilst I was away in Glasgow during term
time.

Thus
every time Low Arvie crept into my mind during that week, I was
almost successful in being able to push it away as I got on with
some of the more pressing jobs around me. The days passed by quite
quickly but as we hadn’t told anyone about putting in a bid and
Richard was not disposed to indulge in ‘what ifs’ and ‘maybes’ I
found it increasingly difficult to ‘stay in the gap’ as counselling
jargon has it, and became more and more aware that it was ever
present at the back of my mind. It would have been easier if I
could have spoken about it but I felt that to break our silence
would somehow jeopardise our chances and so I kept my own counsel
and suffered in silence.

The
previous time we had bid on a farm, we hadn’t heard the result
until the day after the closing date and so I was somewhat
unprepared for the solicitor’s call when it came through at about 4
p.m. on the closing day itself. ‘You seem to be the owners of Low
Arvie Farm’, he said in his clipped and cultured Scottish accent.
For a moment the room seemed to spin and I was unable to speak.
Eventually I stammered something like ‘Oh, what do we do now?’ His
terse tones were uncompromising in their peremptory ‘Do nothing
until you hear from me!’ With little more ado he rang off and I sat
for a long time quite still by the fire, mesmerised by its flames
and unable to think of anything remotely sensible, except that we
had a farm.
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Chapter Two Completing the Deal

We were
unable to think much about the whole event for the next twenty-four
hours, as a little while after receiving the phone call and telling
Richard, we learned that his mother had suffered a stroke and we
rushed off to be with her. Richard stayed with her that night and
our concern was for her rather than the farm which we both knew we
would have the time to think about later, and in any case we had to
‘do nothing’ until we heard again from Mr Kellie. It was in fact
two days before we heard again, and then the call brought us some
concern. We had paid scant attention to the water supply on our
visit to look at Low Arvie merely noting that the estate agent’s
brochure stated that it had a private water supply. We had seen
that the bathroom and kitchen possessed the usual features and had
tried the taps and found water in them that looked normal. We did
notice that the toilet took rather a long time to fill but then
found that the water storage tanks were under the coomb and thus
almost level with the cistern inlet, which was explanation enough
for that. However, Mr Kellie had made enquiries about the water
supply and had been unable to get a satisfactory explanation from
the agents or the solicitors. He could find no one who knew
anything about it and he was concerned. The lady who had lived in
Low Arvie had died the previous year and her daughters were living
away. The farmer himself had died several years before and for the
last few years the land had been rented out. Mr Kellie was
therefore unable to satisfy himself as to the rightness of the
water and drainage systems. This was quite worrying to us as these
things can run away with precious resources if they need putting
right. I didn’t understand the problems which probably made me
worry more; but then there came the first of several remarkable
coincidences which happened around this time, and about Low Arvie,
which may lead one to think that we were really meant to live
here.

A few
weeks before all this took place we had won a holiday in a Scottish
Country Cottage and because I was planning to go to Glasgow in the
autumn we had chosen to go to the nearest cottage to that city.
This belonged to Mac and Julie and was situated up a glen near Loch
Lomond. We had spent a very enjoyable few days there and had become
friendly with Mac and Julie and they had been very kind to us. They
had mentioned that they wanted to go to Spain in June but had no
one to look after their animals, (one cat, two dogs, several ducks
and hens and a goat), and to do the ‘swapover’ for new guests in
the cottage on the Saturday. Being ‘footloose and fancy-free’ at
the time, we had offered to come up for the 10 days or so and
oblige. It was at the time of the ’water question’ at Low Arvie
that we were in contact with them making the final arrangements for
this trip and during one of the resultant phone calls, Richard
mentioned to Mac the problem about the water system as we knew it.
Mac was able to be very reassuring to us as they also have a
private water supply, taking water from the burn near the house,
and he told us of their experiences when they moved there some
years before. Since we had already spent five days using their
system and not noticed any difference to our own in England, we
began to worry less about Low Arvie’s water and drainage system,
reasoning that a family had lived and prospered there for many
years and that there were other houses in the vicinity that must
have a similar system where people were living quite
satisfactorily. We settled back into preparations for the trip to
Mac and Julie’s, to making plans for the farm and to await Mr
Kellie’s next instructions. For a while we heard nothing, and I
began to wonder if I had dreamed the whole thing, but then early
the following week I took a call from Mr Kellie, when he told me
that he had still been unable to satisfy himself over the water and
drains and he wished to see the place for himself. ‘Would you be
able to meet me there?’ he asked. Once again coincidence came into
play as that was the very week that we were to go up to Mac and
Julie’s and Low Arvie was very little out of the way - indeed we
had planned to call on our journey and have another look for
ourselves anyway. The arrangement was therefore quickly made and we
agreed to meet at 12 noon on Thursday 20th June. Mr Kellie said he
would ring the agents and ask for a key to be available.

It was
just on 12 as we drew into the farmyard that Thursday to find Mr
Kellie’s car already parked in the yard and the man himself
enjoying the spring sunshine. Together we went into the house and
the two men applied themselves to investigating the drains and
water. It was then that I noticed for the first time that the sink
in the kitchen had a third tap mounted beside the usual hot and
cold. Mr Kellie turned this on and water ran from it for a short
time and then dribbled to a stop. He turned the others on and they
gave a thin but continuous stream of clear water. He left them
running for a while and then suddenly from the cupboard at the side
of the sink, there came the sound of a motor whirring. Opening the
door, we saw the noise was coming from a pump in the bottom section
of the cupboard and rushing upstairs we could hear the water
running into the two cold water storage tanks under the coomb in
the west bedroom. Underneath one of these was situated a small, but
hot copper cylinder that obviously housed the water warmed by the
Esse range. In a minute or two the pump stopped whirring and we
realised the tanks must be full. We retraced our steps and went
outside where we identified what we felt must be a well situated
about 4 metres from the east wall of the house. A concrete slab of
unidentifiable shape with grass growing towards its centre from
every edge was the only part of it that could be seen and having
stood and looked down on it for a while we re-entered the house.
Apparently Mr Kellie was reassured by what he had found, because he
said no more about the water systems in the house and went on to
take out a sheaf of dusty papers tied with a pink ribbon from his
bag and began to discuss with Richard in (to me) incomprehensible
legal language various clauses that were contained in the deeds to
the property. There appeared to be nothing of any great moment in
these papers that would cause us any concern and I wandered off to
look around the other rooms and begin to mentally place our
furniture. This did not take long. The east room downstairs was
obviously the lounge and would take the settee and two armchairs,
TV and perhaps one of the nests of tables and that was about all.
The two bedrooms would only need bed, one wardrobe and one dressing
table to fill the available space leaving the west room downstairs
to be a dining/cooking room (using the Esse) with the wet work done
in the lean to at the back. The small room downstairs would have to
suffice as office space for the time being and we would just have
to see how much we could fit in there. The centre portion of the
house contained the hall, stairs and landing; and in the roof above
the S-shaped stairs, which wound up left to right, was a Velux roof
window, which was allowing the June sunshine to fill the space with
golden light. It made the whole house feel light and airy and I
felt that we were going to be all right in this place.

When I
came back into the kitchen Richard and Mr Kellie had finished
looking at the deeds and had moved outside into the farmyard. They
were standing talking by the car. As I approached, I heard Richard
ask ‘What will happen now?’ ‘Well,’ said Mr Kellie, ‘We have a
completion date of the 10th July, and I have to pay your ten per
cent deposit on the 3rd.’ I could tell by the look that spread
across Richard’s face that he was as taken aback by these words as
I was. This was already the 20th June and we were just off to do
Bed and Breakfast at Mac and Julie’s for 10 days. We had the
purchase money for the farm, but it was spread out amongst various
investments and needed gathering together before any cheque would
clear!

We were
completely surprised by Mr Kellie’s words, having relaxed and ‘done
nothing’ for the preceding ten days as per his earlier
instructions. There was further consternation to come when we
realised that he would want the money in his bank account even
earlier to give it time to clear before he had to pay it to the
agents’ solicitors. After a few minutes discussion, it was decided
that Richard should write out two cheques, one for the deposit to
be banked in time to clear by July 3rd and one for the balance to
be paid in to clear by the 10th. We explained that we needed time
to get the money into the correct account and asked him not to
present the cheques earlier than was necessary, to which he
agreed.

Time has
eclipsed from memory all the machinations we had to go through to
comply with the criteria, but suffice to say that Richard managed
to get all the correct amounts of money into the correct bank
account by the due dates and the purchase of Low Arvie went through
with no hitches after that.
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Chapter Three Strone House

Apart
from a niggling worry about leaving my native village after 54
years of living there, and moving 193 miles away to an area where I
knew no one, the main concern exercising my mind throughout this
process was my mother. Five and a half years earlier, after the
death of my father and the break-up of my marriage, we had divided
the house into two parts, she living downstairs and me upstairs and
we had lived there harmoniously, together but separate, and
continued to do so. Although I had told her of the plans that
Richard and I were making as soon as we had formulated them some
four years previously, I knew it would come as a big wrench to her
when I left. I had arranged a care call every day for her some time
before, when we went off to Spain for a few weeks, and she had a
treasure called Karen who came twice every week and cleaned and
shopped for her and took her to visit her sister, my aunt, in the
local residential home. She received the modern equivalent of
‘meals on wheels’, which took the form of frozen dinners delivered
once a fortnight to be microwaved on a daily basis. They weren’t
very appetizing but were nutritious and saved her from slipping
into the habit of missing meals and eating badly followed by so
many people who live alone.

She also
had a ‘dispersed alarm’ attached to a call centre run by the
council, which was manned twenty-four hours a day but, even when
she fell and shook herself up very badly once when I was away for
the day, she had never used it, not wishing to put the ladies to
any trouble! The people from the church she had attended regularly
for 63 years were also very good, sometimes visiting her and always
supplying lifts to Sunday service; but in spite of all this, I knew
that without me upstairs at night and there to sort out queries and
problems for her, she would pass many lonely hours and have many
worrying moments. It was a considerable cloud on my otherwise very
bright horizon and I could see no way through it.

We
thought of letting out my flat, but with me so far away that option
seemed fraught with danger. It would have to be someone reliable,
someone we knew even and no one presented themselves as potential
tenants. We thought of her going into the home where her sister was
living, but on her weekly visits she tried to imagine herself there
and although it seemed a better option than letting the upstairs
flat, she just wasn’t ready for that kind of life. Although 90
years of age and somewhat wobbly in the leg department, she had
deteriorated very little. The main problem was a lack of confidence
because she had always had someone ‘who belonged to her’ there to
sort out problems and cope with her affairs. The one thing that she
was always adamant about was that she never wanted to live in the
same household as either my brothers or me. She had carved out for
herself a nice routine after the death of my father, where for the
first time in her life she did exactly as she wanted to do and she
firmly believed that to join up with any of us would not only spoil
our independent existence, but hers too!

There
then occurred another of the coincidences that played such a big
part in this episode of my life.

After
saying goodbye to Mr Kellie in the farmyard we continued on our way
north. We arrived at Strone House in Glen Fruin late in the
afternoon. Mac and Julie had already left for Spain so we were
plunged immediately into our duties as animal sitters and Richard
went off to feed the various creatures whilst I got out the meal ‘I
had prepared earlier’ and began to find my way around the kitchen.
We were totally unfamiliar with the house and so it took a little
while to get sorted out but sometime before midnight all the mouths
had been fed and we had unpacked sufficiently to get ourselves to
bed. There were many thoughts (not least the problem of my mother)
buzzing around in my brain but before any resolutions could be
found I fell into a deep sleep.

Two days
later found us changing three double beds in the cottage, putting
up the cot which had taken us a while to locate, cleaning,
hoovering and generally making it ready to receive the new
occupants. I am hopeful that we achieved a good standard for them
and gave them a warm welcome when they arrived. After showing them
‘the ropes’ we withdrew and I proceeded to fill the washing machine
with the first of many loads, as the washing seemed just
endless.

The next
day was Sunday and we were expecting a Mr and Mrs Tickle to stay
for three nights’ bed and breakfast and evening meal. They had
stayed in the house for one night on their way further north before
we took over and they were now on their way back south but having a
longer stay. We spent the day cleaning and polishing the house
ready for their visit, getting their room ready and preparing the
evening meal. It was the first time I had ever done bed and
breakfast ‘for real’, let alone an evening meal and the cooking
facilities in Strone House consisted of a super four-oven AGA
cooker. Before going to Strone House my only experience of an AGA
type cooker had been at the home of my best friend when I was
growing up in Yorkshire. They had had a solid fuel model and far
from cooking on it, our only use of it had been to put large
cushions on the hot-plate lids and sit there whilst painting our
nails and discussing the current range of boyfriends. It had been
fortunate therefore that I had had two days to get used to using it
before our guests were to arrive. I had pre-cooked several dishes
before we went up to Scotland and took them up frozen. They had
stayed frozen on our journey north and now was the time to get them
out to thaw, as well as peeling the fresh vegetables that were to
accompany the steak and kidney pie that I had decided was to be the
first night‘s dinner. I soon learned the enormous pleasure of
cooking on the AGA range; and, it is my ambition to have one in Low
Arvie as soon as possible.

We had
just finished our preparations and had sat down to a well-earned
cup of tea, when a middle aged couple appeared around the corner of
the house and introduced themselves as Dennis and Eileen Tickle.
Since they had been to Strone House the previous week, they knew
their way around and I made them a cup of tea whilst Richard helped
them with their luggage. When they had freshened up, they joined us
in the conservatory and we chatted amiably for a while. Inevitably
the chat turned to personal histories and current life styles and
we learned that Dennis was retired from his long-term career but
had taken on charity work to fill some of the spare time he now
enjoyed. He was, he said, chairperson of the local Abbeyfield
Society in his home district of Ormskirk, in Lancashire. Having
never before heard of the Abbeyfield Society, I politely enquired
as to what it might be. Something, I gathered, to do with an old
people’s home and overseeing the repairs and finances of the home.
Though interested, I did not spend a lot of time thinking about it,
having more concern at that moment for the soup, steak and kidney
pie and apple crumble that I was about to serve up to
them.

Later,
after the meal had been served and, I hope, enjoyed, we repaired
once again to the conservatory to enjoy our coffee, more chat and
the evening sunset in equal measure. Now it was our turn to tell of
our situation, as Dennis and Eileen obviously knew that we weren’t
the owners of Strone House, and the talk turned to Low Arvie and
the embryo of our future plans.

We
enjoyed our time with Dennis and Eileen very much, they were very
forgiving about my inexperience of bed and breakfast and any
problems that arose were quickly sorted out. We slipped into the
same routine of sharing the day’s experiences over coffee in the
evenings and it was a very pleasant interlude. I can’t remember at
what point my situation viz a viz my mother entered the
conversation but when it did, Dennis said ‘You ought to get in
touch with the local Abbeyfield Society and see if they can help.’
Thus, I began to take more interest in what this Abbeyfield Society
was and quizzed him more closely about it. It is an International
organisation which is Christian in foundation and has the aim of
providing older people with a home where they can follow an
independent life, whilst at the same time being ‘overseen’ in a
fairly distant, but friendly manner. Each town or district has
their own Abbeyfield Society that is administered by a local
committee under a Chairperson and the only paid official is the
Executive Secretary, who has overall view of the dealings of the
Society. The Society owns a house or houses in the area which are
large enough to house a small number of single elderly folk, each
with their own room and living space but under the same roof.
Breakfast is taken independently in one’s own room but a
housekeeper prepares and serves lunch and tea in a communal dining
room. Residents are totally free to follow their own life and
interests as though they were in their own home and in some cases
even carry on with their employment. It is a stage in between
living independently and living in a residential home and it
sounded to be an ideal solution to my problem.

Dennis
and Eileen left us at Strone House to return to Lancashire on the
Wednesday morning and when they had gone we began to gather up our
things and make the house clean and tidy for Mac and Julie’s
return. Because of our need to get all the money for Low Arvie into
the correct account before Mr Kellie presented the cheque, we had
to return home on the Thursday. We had not taken all the necessary
bank account details to Scotland with us and although we had
managed to cover the first cheque there was still some financial
movements to make to cover the second, which could only be done
with the correct details to hand. In order to allow sufficient time
for transactions to be completed we had to make them on the
Thursday afternoon. Mac and Julie were not returning until Thursday
evening and so we gave the animals enough food and water to last
them the day and left Strone House about 10 a.m.

We
arrived home in Doncaster with time to complete the necessary
arrangements and began to relax for the first time in ten days.
Richard’s mother had been taken into the hospital in the hopes that
she could recover sufficiently well from her stroke to continue
living back in her own little house in the village and that evening
we went to visit her.

It was,
therefore, quite late before I had time to open up my computer and
send for my email messages. There were several that had been piling
up waiting for my return and scanning the list of bold type, I was
quite surprised to see that there was one from Dennis Tickle. I
opened it up and found that it contained the information I needed
to log on to the Abbeyfield website and how to find the appropriate
part for Dumfries and Galloway. As it was so late and it had been a
long day, I decided to leave logging on until the next day and,
closing down the computer, I went to bed.

 



****

 


 


Chapter 4 Low Arvie

Low Arvie
is a farm, which has no arable land. It forms an almost perfect
isosceles triangle with the mile of road frontage being the base
and the house and buildings situated right in the middle about 70
metres back from the road. The house is in front of the farmyard,
which is square with the buildings around the other three sides.
About 30 of its 120 acres are grass of a reasonable standard,
called in agricultural parlance ‘Improved Grassland‘. This is a
mixture of good grass and wild flowers which will make into hay or,
in Galloway with its unpredictable and fairly wet climate, haylage
- a product somewhere between fully dried hay and silage - which is
mowed and baled and then wrapped in plastic to ‘pickle’ and
preserve it for winter feed. Around 85 acres are made up of what is
called ‘Rough Grazing’. This is land which grows only rough grass
interspersed with weeds such as nettles and thistles, which are no
good for preserving and, on Low Arvie with its low lying boggy
land, rushes and wetland plants. Several of the nine fields that we
have are made up of Improved Grassland on the higher knolls or
drums, and wetland around the perimeter in the lower
parts.

We only
have one field which is all good grass and even that has a small
amount of rush creeping in due to the lack of good husbandry over
the last few years. The two largest fields, which happen to be
situated at either end of the farm, are both predominantly Rough
Grazing. The remaining acreage is used up by buildings, tracks,
open water and rock. There are no lakes and only one small pond
that dries up in hot weather, but marked on the map are several
drains or ditches which criss-cross the land. When we arrived at
Low Arvie these were only marked by lines of thriving rushes which
had all but blocked the drains with their roots and, when the water
could not get away, held it static in their strong shoots. The
tracks were barely discernible across the fields as parts had sunk
and become waterlogged and in other places the stones that had once
been ordered, had been dispersed across the land. Low Arvie’s land
undulates between 145 metres and 155 metres above sea level and
there are several high spots, which are marked by rocky outcrops of
grey stone.

The
lowest land lies at the point of the triangle furthest from the
road and this is the Bog of Allen, almost twenty acres of land
covered by rushes, wetland plants and wet peat which is unsuitable
for grazing cattle except in the driest times. The two equal sides
of the isosceles triangle are formed by the Crogo Burn, which
delineates for the most part, the boundary of the farm. The
northwest edge is bounded by the Wilson’s farm at Auchenvey and by
the forestry plantation that begins there and stretches away to the
west, and the north-eastern side adjoins another farm, which has
the higher land and grazes cattle on it. The road, which is the
A712, runs from Crocketford to New Galloway, and in spite of its
being an ‘A’ road is fairly quiet and peaceful, except for the
logging lorries which come up empty and go back full on a very
regular basis. Fortunately the house is far enough back from the
road for these not to be a problem. Across the road we look out
onto a wooded hillside and sometimes see the cattle from Tom
Corsan’s farm grazing the grass at the top of the hill. This farm
is Arvie and must once have been called Upper or High
Arvie.

Richard’s
idea for the farm was to have a herd of suckler cows and produce
beef from the grassland. There were alternatives but, although he
had been in agriculture since the age of sixteen, he had never been
concerned with calving cows and wanted to experience it. The land
at Low Arvie seemed tailor made for this system and most of the
farms roundabout ran suckler herds and sheep. There is no arable
land in the area. The thought of raising sheep did not appeal to
Richard and so he decided to go with the sucklers. The idea is that
the farm supports a herd of cows that are put to the bull yearly
and the bull calves produced, if of good conformation can be raised
entire as bulls and sold for work as such, or can be castrated at
an early age and raised for beef. The female or heifer calves can
be raised to become part of the herd and produce more calves, or
they can be sold as breeding cows to other farmers, or they can go
into the food chain as beef with the castrated bullocks. It takes
somewhere between one and two and a half years to produce a beef
animal ready for slaughter depending on the breed and the regime
followed in raising it.

Having
decided on the type of farming Richard wanted to do, we then had to
decide on the breed of cow to buy. With this in mind we had decided
to go to the two agricultural shows that were taking place at this
time and Monday 1st July found us at the Royal Show in
Warwickshire. This was the first time I had been to such a large
show, but it was somewhat lacking in animal numbers, having not
quite fully recovered from the foot and mouth outbreak which had
devastated large areas of British farming the previous year and had
seen all agricultural gatherings cancelled for the entire year.
However there were a fair few representatives of many breeds and we
set off to look at them and talk to the farmers with them if we
could. Since the farm was in Scotland, and more particularly in
Galloway, we thought that the best breeds would be those
traditional ones that were bred to the terrain and
climate.

There
were several possibilities and I rather favoured the noble
Highlanders with their shaggy red-brown coats, gentle features and
long curved horns. The little ones were so cute and cuddly and they
were so much a symbol of Scotland - a country I had known and loved
since my first visit as a small child in the early fifties. They
seemed so solid and sturdy as they waited patiently in the big
sheds for their turn to go into the show ring, and although I
hadn’t fully accepted the reality that we owned a farm and
everything was tinged with a dream like quality, I was thrilled to
think that we might soon be owners of such beautiful
animals.

Another
possibility was the Galloway breed itself. Born and bred precisely
for the land and climate that we were to move to, they seemed a
very sensible option. There are several different Galloway breeds,
differing in colour though not really in conformation. Probably the
best known and certainly the most distinctive is the Belted
Galloway with a broad white band around its middle sandwiched
between black front and rear portions. Then there are the Black
Galloways and the Duns, which are a beautiful soft fawn
colour.

We made
our way to the Galloway section of the shed and immediately our
eyes went to the Belteds. The farm was to be our pathway into
eventual retirement, both of us having retired (early) from careers
in education and therefore we were at liberty to choose first for
pleasure rather than profit (although we would want the farm to be
somewhat self-supporting.) However, we both had read of a farmer
who had done the same thing as us some years before and had chosen
to produce Belted Galloway beef and was doing very well. He had
virtually the same system as we were hoping for and it seemed
appropriate to consider these animals as a good bet for us too.
They were smallish, sturdy and attractive with just a soupcon of
idiosyncrasy about them. Richard was a little concerned about the
Highlanders’ horns in a one-man operation and so it began to look
like the Belted Galloway was the favourite.



We now
had slightly more than one week left before the deal to buy Low
Arvie was completed and we had no vehicle to transport any of our
stuff up there. But then came another of those coincidences. I was
involved in charity work at this time and I just happened to be
talking to one of the ladies that I came into contact with during
the next afternoon, and mentioned that we had to get some kind of
van before the next week. ‘We’ve got a van for sale at the moment’
she said. We arranged for Richard and I to go over the next morning
and when we got there we found that her husband was by way of being
a general dealer and not only had a van for sale but several
trailers as well. Before long we were the owners of a very
serviceable van and a fourteen-foot trailer with a bright yellow
framed cover that made it into further weatherproof transport for
our stuff!

The next
week we went to the Great Yorkshire show to confirm our choice of
cattle. The first stall we came to on entering the show was selling
beef from Highland cattle and the man said it was the best beef bar
none. He admitted that it was closely followed by the Galloway beef
and both left other kinds far behind. Having never knowingly eaten
Highland beef, we decided to purchase some on our way home, and
went off to find the cattle. Nothing we saw there that day
persuaded us to change our minds and we went home planning to find
some Belted Galloway cows to inhabit our acres. It would, of course
be some time before we were ready to actually get some cattle, as
we had plenty of issues to settle in Yorkshire before we could stay
for long periods of time in Scotland. However it seemed to bring a
bit more reality to the dream now that we had decided on the cows
we would eventually have. We did buy some of the Highland beef and
it was absolutely beautiful, but they still had big
horns!

The day after the Yorkshire show, the 10th July, was
the day when the farm
would actually become ours. We had decided to go up on the 11th, as
we had had a hectic week and needed a bit more time to get enough
stuff together to enable us to ‘support existence’ at Low Arvie. I
had commitments to fulfil in Yorkshire the next week, and would
have to return by then, but Richard was concerned that the grass on
the good land at Low Arvie was very high and needed mowing and
baling for winter feed. He was going to stay until he had arranged
for that to be done. The only farm equipment he possessed was one
1953 Fordson Major tractor that had definitely seen better days,
one cattle crush, one fertiliser spreader and a few gates. It was
obvious that he would need to find a contractor to come and make
the haylage for us at least for this year and, as yet we knew no
one in the area.
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Chapter 5 Abbeyfield

After I
received the email about Abbeyfield from Dennis Tickle, I lost no
time in contacting Mrs Stanley, the executive secretary for the
Abbeyfield Society in the Stewartry, which is the region of
Dumfries and Galloway in which Low Arvie is situated. I was not at
all certain that Mother would be eligible for accommodation in that
area, coming from so far away, and if she was, then surely there
would be a long waiting list. I placed the situation as succinctly
and as clearly as I could in an email and clicked on the send
button with much hope but little expectation of such an easy answer
to my problem. At this stage I had not mentioned the Abbeyfield
Society to my Mother, as I wanted to know if it was a possibility
before broaching the subject. We spoke together about the situation
and I knew that the residential home where my aunt was, had some
attraction for her, but neither of us really felt that it was a
good solution. I knew that if this were the outcome, I would not go
to Low Arvie very happily. Everyone agreed that I could not put my
life on hold waiting for a more convenient solution to Mother’s
loneliness and geriatric deterioration but I felt very much
responsible for her well being and with one brother in Canada and
one in Birmingham, the 193 miles from Yorkshire to Low Arvie seemed
an awfully long way. I had already made enquiries about trains
between Dumfries and Doncaster and discovered that I could do the
return journey in one day, leaving very early and getting back very
late, giving me five hours in Doncaster. I was not confident of my
ability to drive all the way there and back in one day, but I had
resigned myself to the idea that I would be spending a fair amount
of time travelling one way or another, for the foreseeable future,
unless something else turned up.

This was
the situation, then, as I clicked my email on its way to Mrs
Stanley’s mailbox. Her reply was almost immediate and what she
wrote was balm to my troubled spirits. She said that Abbeyfield
seemed to provide the perfect answer to my problem. Implicit in
this was the message that Mother would be eligible to enter an
Abbeyfield house in Galloway. She told me that there were three
Abbeyfield houses in the area providing ‘very sheltered’
accommodation for elderly persons, and there was also an Abbeyfield
residential home, such as the one my aunt was in, which was used
for the residents of the three other houses when they needed more
care. She said that she was mailing some information for me to show
my Mother and an application form and suggested that when Richard
and I went up to Low Arvie, we gave her a call and went to look at
the house in Castle Douglas, our nearest town.

I decided
to wait for the information to arrive before speaking to Mother,
but Mrs Stanley again did not keep me waiting long and in the next
day’s post I received a large brown envelope containing all the
information required to gain a good insight into what Abbeyfield
was, and what an Abbeyfield home was like. I wasted no time in
taking it to Mother and telling her how I came to have it and what
little I knew of the system. As I spoke, I could see a large weight
lift from her shoulders. We looked together at the leaflets and it
did indeed seem absolutely perfect. From the minute she first heard
of Abbeyfield and in spite of her 90 years of age, her attitude was
positive and eager.

We
learned that the Abbeyfield Society was instituted specifically for
people in her situation, those who faced spending their declining
years in loneliness, but who weren’t ready to give up all their
independence and rely for all their needs on others. The houses are
very much a ‘halfway house’ between total independence and total
dependence. Each resident has their own room and, mostly, en suite
bathroom, which they furnish and clean themselves. They are
provided with basic kitchen facilities where they get their own
breakfast and look after the necessary implements. Each room
contains an alarm system to call for help, should it be necessary
and this is connected to a call centre in Dumfries during the hours
when the housekeeper is not on duty. Thus each person has 24-hour
cover for emergencies. The housekeeper cooks the midday and evening
meals, which are taken in the communal dining room with the other
residents. These are varied and plentiful and in Bothwell House,
always beautifully cooked and presented. The housekeeper also makes
a short morning and evening visit to each resident to check out
needs and help with problems. In Mother’s case this includes taking
a shopping list of the few requisites not provided by the society,
as Mother cannot walk as far as the shops which are several hundred
yards from the house. In all other ways the inhabitants act
entirely as they would in their own home, coming and going as they
please. The more she learned about Abbeyfield, the more Mother
became convinced that it would provide an answer for her. She never
once uttered any form of regret at having to leave South Yorkshire
after living there all her life, but as the days went by she began
to actively look forward to a new challenge, with built in
security.

Of
course, there was just one drawback to her being able to embrace
this new found future with complete composure - she would be
leaving her sister, now 97 years of age, in the residential home in
the village. They had always lived within the boundaries of
Doncaster and had visited each other regularly throughout their
lives. The relationship wasn’t what I would have called close
exactly, but was underpinned by family ties and was therefore very
strong. Ethel had been widowed twice in her lifetime and each time
she had relied heavily on my parents for support. As she grew
older, she had continued to live alone in the bungalow she had
shared with her second husband. Life became more and more of a
burden to her, as it does with the elderly and in 1992 I had taken
over responsibility for her and her affairs, visiting every week
and overseeing things for her. However, it was the kindness and
generosity of one of her neighbours, the local doctor’s wife, who
called in to see her every morning and generally kept an eye on
things, which had really allowed Ethel to remain for so long in her
bungalow. Between the two of us, we managed to support her there
for a further five years.

The time
came, though when it was obvious to us all that Ethel needed more
than this and after a protracted process of liaison with the local
Social Services, she eventually moved to the residential home where
she now resided. She had been there for almost five years by this
time and was fully settled and integrated into the home. In spite
of her great age, she did not suffer from any illness but her
memory had begun to fail some time before and she had now lost the
will to read or occupy herself in any way. She had always been
happy in the home and only showed slow deterioration. Mother
visited her once a week, and thus they kept up their lifelong
connection. The heavy burden of duty which we, and more
particularly Mother felt towards her, became now the one blot on
the landscape.

I felt I
could cope with organising a move north for Mother if that was what
she decided to do, but the thoughts of moving Ethel as well was too
mind-blowing to be contemplated with all the other things that I
had going on at the time. However, I said that we should sort out
Mother first and then if she moved and settled, I would give my
attention to Ethel and see what could be done. Thus I felt I had
done what I could to lift some of the burden for Mother. It would
all depend now on the Abbeyfield Society in the Stewartry and I
could do no more for the moment until I got to Low Arvie. I once
again emailed Mrs Stanley and made an appointment to meet with her
and discuss the situation with her at Bothwell House in Castle
Douglas during the first week of our occupancy.
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Chapter 6 Moving In

Even with
all this going on in the background, it was with mounting
excitement only just tinged with apprehension that I followed the
bright yellow cover of the trailer that Richard was towing, in my
little green car, packed almost to the roof with our first
consignment of goods and chattels, as we made our way slowly but
steadily north on July 11th 2002. I had very little experience of
moving house, only having ever lived in three houses in my life and
they were all within three-quarters of a mile of each other, and I
was unsure how daunted I ought to be by this gigantic step that we
were taking. This last month had seen things move so quickly that I
had hardly had time to really worry about anything - only
occasionally stopping to wonder at it all. I was therefore quite
surprised to find that between our arrival at 2 p.m. and going to
bed that first night around 10.30 p.m., we had managed to change
Low Arvie farmhouse from a slightly forlorn and empty building into
quite a cosy and comfortable home. The fact that the Esse range had
been left working all through the selling process and was still
warming the house and the small tank full of water, was in no small
measure responsible for some of this, but we had worked hard for
the hours we had been there, putting chairs, tables and beds in
place and unpacking boxes of the smaller items of home making
equipment. My initial visit was to be for a week as I had things to
do back in Yorkshire after that and it was spent continuing the
process of settling in.

The farm
that we had first bid on and lost by ten thousand pounds was about
20 miles from Low Arvie. The day we went to look at that one we
were met there by the man who was the executor of the deceased
owner’s estate, one Jack Macauley. We had liked him from the early
moments of our acquaintanceship and he had proved very helpful on
our second visit to look at that farm, helping us to decide what
kind of an offer to put in. We had spent quite a while speaking
with him on that occasion and he had given us his card, for if we
needed any more information. He worked for the national Oil Company
and in the course of his work he visited all the farms in the area
and he had had stock of his own on the farm he was selling, so he
was cognisant of the farming scene in Galloway. Richard decided to
trade on his good nature now we were at Low Arvie and ask his
advice about contractors in the area. Jack seemed genuinely pleased
to hear from us and also to learn that we had been successful in
our second effort to purchase a farm. He told Richard that he would
give some thought to our problem and get back to us.

A day or
two later he appeared at the door with the telephone number of a Mr
Brown who lived and farmed not far from us and did contract mowing
and baling. Jack was on his way to Stranraer but like everyone
around here, had time to come in for a cup of tea and a chat. It
was the first of several visits that he made to see the progress we
were making. He assured us that Mr Brown was reliable and honest
and would sort us out and was expecting us to phone him.
Accordingly Richard rang at once.

It was
soon arranged that Mr Brown would come and mow our twenty acres of
grass and organise the baling and wrapping of the resulting
haylage. Now that was sorted out, we could relax a little and
concentrate on getting settled in and sorted out.

I was to
be in charge of the ‘inside’ farm work which was much more to my
liking than the thought of going out into the cold wind and rain to
feed animals and mend machinery. I knew there was a lot of paper
work connected with farming these days and that there were
procedures which had to be followed very strictly and since it was
all new to me, I had decided to start right at the outset working
‘on line’ with the government department responsible for the
administration of British farming. In England this department now
goes by the new name of DEFRA -Department for the Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs, but in Scotland it is called SEERAD - Scottish
Executive, Environment and Rural Affairs Department. Our local
office, through which most of our contact would be made, was in
Dumfries and we had called in there to pick forms up to register
our ownership of Low Arvie.

SEERAD
administers Scottish agriculture according to the rules laid down
by the European Union and we have found a number of them to be
illogical in concept and unfair in execution. There is a date, May
15th, each year by which time every farmer in the land must hand in
a form to their local office, stating the nature of their farming
activities for that year. The penalty for missing this date is dire
- access to European Union subsidies, which keep farming afloat, is
lost for that year. Of course we were unable to comply with this
regulation because the farm did not become ours until July 10th. It
would be natural to assume that there would be some contingency and
that farmers who begin farming after May 15th would have access to
some compensatory fund for their first year. It shows how naive we
were, when we duly filled in the form and handed it in to the
Dumfries office on July 11th. We received a reply from the
Principal Agricultural Officer informing us that it did not
constitute a claim under any Scheme for 2002, but they had amended
their address list to show that Richard was now the occupier of the
farm. However, it added, as it takes a year for their lists to be
updated, should we have need for any forms in the meantime, we
should go into the office and get them. Having thus discovered that
we were ‘locked out’ of the system for the year through no fault of
our own, we began to make enquiries about what we could
do.

In the
latter part of the twentieth century, European agriculture produced
too much of certain foods and this led to the creation of the
‘butter mountain’, the ‘beef mountain’ and the ‘wine lake’. So the
EU decided to limit the amount that farmers were producing by the
use of a subsidy system which compensated them for producing less.
They were paid to take land out of production and plantations of
young trees began to spring up all over the country on this
‘set-aside’ land.

Each farm
animal was given a value and people started to talk in ‘Livestock
units’. If farmers limited the number of these ‘Livestock units’
they had on their land to a certain level they were again
compensated for so doing. A bovine animal above the age of two
years has a value of 1 Livestock unit and between 6 months and two
years a value of 0.6 of a livestock unit. Sheep are valued at 0.15.
The amount of production required by the country was divided into
the acreage of agricultural land and a national quota thereby
created. Farmers were granted portions of this quota according to
the amount of grazing land that they owned. Newcomers to farming
can apply to the national reserve of this quota which is strictly
administered by DEFRA and SEERAD, and any spare quota is
distributed each year in a very regimented fashion. It is also
possible to buy quota from farmers who are reducing their numbers
but it is very expensive, the remaining alternative being to lease
units of quota for one year. Each unit of quota owned or leased,
backed up by an animal on the farm, leads to a subsidy payment that
year on each animal. The system is highly complicated and even some
of the people in SEERAD seem to have difficulty interpreting the
rules.

It
appeared that, since we had been unable to get our base form in by
May 15th, we would only be allowed to claim subsidy on a maximum of
15 Livestock Units in 2002. This was the number available each year
to small farmers with little land and few animals and they did not
have to submit the base form. Richard fixed on this number as the
beginning of our herd. We, therefore, decided to ‘lease in’ 15
units of suckler cow quota and this would mean that we had to get
the 15 animals onto the land before the closing date for this
scheme, which was December 6th. We now had something to work
towards, a framework upon which to pin the beginning of our farming
life.

In order
to interact with SEERAD and the other Government Departments more
efficiently, I had ordered a new computer with plenty of memory and
processing ability, and a farm business software package already
loaded. This was due to arrive on Monday 15th July and a man was
coming to set it up on the following day. These events duly
happened and the little man unpacked the four boxes and fixed up
the computer on the table we had put into the smallest room
downstairs. This room would have to serve as the ‘office’ until we
could do some building, (which we hoped would be as soon as
possible.) As soon as the man switched the computer on, I knew
something was not quite right. He had told me that the disc with
the Internet connections on had already been programmed with my
name, but when it started, it came up with an entirely different
name. I said to the man that surely that was not correct, and he
immediately changed his story and said, ‘Oh, that’s just for
demonstration purposes!’ He proceeded to change the name to mine
and attempted to get the programme started.

Nothing
would work properly and it soon became obvious that the man had no
more idea than me how to make it right. He pressed buttons and
typed different things in and when he had eventually got an email
screen he said, ‘It’ll be ok now,’ and hurriedly left. Suffice to
say that it didn’t! Every time I logged on it was calling me Mr
Webster and neither the internet nor the email worked correctly and
when I attempted to get into the farm programme, the pass number I
had been given didn’t work at all. It was clear that I had been
sent the wrong computer. I contacted the company and very soon they
verified that my computer had been sent to a Mr Webster in Cheshire
and I had his. Fortunately for me his little man hadn’t yet been
and they were able to prevent it from being opened and corrupted,
it could simply be collected and re-delivered to me. Poor Mr
Webster however would have to wait for the computer I had to be
collected, sent back to the company and re-programmed.

My
computer arrived on the Saturday, but then I had to wait until the
following Wednesday for the same little man to come and start all
over again. I was very worried because I had no confidence that he
knew what he was doing, but fortunately things went better this
time and my name came up and my pass number worked. However, I was
disappointed to find that the Internet was no faster than my
previous computer, in spite of all the extra gigabytes and pixels
or whatever I had bought, because of course, out here in the
sticks, our telephone exchange came out of the ark and the internet
connections are only as good as the telephone line that operates
it. Nevertheless, it was one more step along the way and at least I
felt in touch with the world once again.
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Chapter 7 Bothwell House

Our visit
to Bothwell House took place during this first week of occupancy.
We were invited to go for morning coffee and meet with Mrs Stanley
and the housekeeper, whose name is Norma. We drew up outside the
large, white, double fronted house and sat for a moment or two
taking in the surroundings. The road led out from the town centre
towards the village of Auchencairn and the Solway Coast. The houses
that bordered the right hand side of the road were town houses
fronting directly onto the pavement, whilst on the other side they
had fairly long front gardens. On both sides the houses were big
and well cared for. Next door to Bothwell House stood a new church
hall and adjoining that was a small church. The sign said that it
was Episcopalian in denomination and I had discovered that that was
the nearest in spirit to the Anglican Church that Mother belonged
to. Here was a very good sign - she would be able to walk there
under her own steam instead of relying on others to take her, as
she had to do now.

We read
the sign on Bothwell House door and complied with the instructions
to press the ‘clear’ button and then ‘call’ and we heard a brrr
brrr ringing inside letting someone know we were there. Suddenly
the buzzing stopped to be replaced by a high-pitched peep peep and
the door clicked open. We entered the entrance hall and were
immediately impressed by the ambience created by the elegant
furnishings and the tall clear window in front of us, filling the
place with sunshine. A dark haired lady appeared from the right
hand hallway and introduced herself as Ivy Stanley. After we had
introduced ourselves and shaken hands, she led us along the hallway
into a very large and yet more elegantly furnished room. Near the
door stood an oval table, large enough to seat ten or twelve people
easily. There was a sideboard to one side and the walls were hung
with many pictures. At the far end where a large window looked out
onto the broad, lawned garden, the Carlingwark Loch could be seen
glistening in the sun beyond the garden wall, on which several
white doves hopped around and flew periodically into their
cote.

A second
lady came into the room carrying a tray on which were four cups, a
coffee pot and cream jug and a plate of biscuits. We sat down by
the window and as we drank our coffee, Ivy explained all about
Abbeyfield in the Stewartry. The four homes were run under the same
‘umbrella’ but each one had its own committee of voluntary ladies
who administered their own particular house. The three sheltered
houses were situated here in Castle Douglas, in Kirkcudbright about
ten miles away and one in Gatehouse of Fleet, which was about 20
miles away. The fourth, which was the residential care home, was in
Dalbeattie, about six miles to the east. The three houses had rooms
for seven or eight residents each with a housekeeper who lived very
near or, as here in Castle Douglas in a separate flat in the same
building. A relief housekeeper came two days a week and stayed
overnight in a room which doubled as a single guest room when she
didn’t require it.

There
were also ancillary staff members who came in part time to clean
and do the laundry. Bed linen and towels were laundered weekly by
the house but personal washing and cleaning of the resident’s room
was their own responsibility. It was possible however, to pay a
little extra each week for the staff to do this for you. As
Abbeyfield is a non-profit making charitable foundation, the
expenses of the house were simply divided between the number of
residents to give the weekly rent. This seemed extremely reasonable
for the facilities and services provided. A quick calculation in my
head provided the knowledge that Mother would just be able to
afford it, if she lived quietly - something she did
anyway.

Finishing
our coffee, we went to look around the rest of the house. Work was
being carried out to convert three rooms into two en suite ones and
this was still very much in progress. Because of this the residents
were being moved around to other rooms at the moment and this was
why Ivy couldn’t tell me whether there was a place available or not
and, if not when it was likely that there would be. She assured me
that she would place Mother on the waiting list, which in any case
was quite short! The only room that we could see on this trip was
the one that the relief housekeeper was using on the first floor
and as we climbed the stairs, I noticed the stair lift running
alongside. The room was about four metres square with one corner
walled off to provide en suite toilet and washbasin facilities,
there was no bath or shower in this particular room but there was
one of each located just along the landing which was shared with
the two other rooms on this floor. Just next door to the room
itself was a small kitchen containing fridge, kettle and toaster
with a sink and table and chairs in the corner. This was also a
shared facility where breakfast was prepared.

The room
contained a single bed, wardrobe, a set of drawers, a reclining
chair and two small tables, one housing a television. The room was
comfortably full with these items in, but not cluttered and with
Mother’s main requirements at this stage in her life being her
bookcase, reclining chair and television, we could see that she
would probably feel that this was adequate. The furnishings were
all in very good condition and everywhere was spotlessly clean.
Furthermore there was a very good atmosphere in the whole
place.

I told
Ivy that I was almost certain that Mother would like to come and
she promised to put her name down on the waiting list. I said that
Bothwell House would be the preferred choice but that any of the
houses would be fine, while she was waiting for a room to be
available here. The system gave opportunity for the resident to go
and stay in the house for a four week ‘probationary’ period, where
both sides would make up their minds about each other and at the
end of that time the decision would be taken about future
permanence. We all felt that this was a very necessary benefit for
everyone contemplating such a move, but more particularly so for
Mother, when it meant total upheaval at such an advanced age. Ivy
said that as soon as she received Mother’s application form, she
would add her name to the waiting list at Castle Douglas and she
would be in touch by email with me the moment she had news of a
vacancy anywhere within the three Stewartry houses.

We left,
feeling that this was indeed going to provide a perfect solution.
Castle Douglas is ten and a quarter miles from Low Arvie and is our
nearest town. The only other shops nearer to us are both about
seven miles away anyway, so it would be easy for me to make Castle
Douglas my main shopping place and call in to Bothwell House at the
same time. I could see that the whole system of Bothwell House, the
people who administered it and worked there would provide Mother
with everything that she required and, as far as I could see, there
were no snags or drawbacks. I could not wait to get back to
Yorkshire the next day and tell her all about it.

She was
still very positive about the whole idea and although she must have
had the same misgivings as I had about leaving South Yorkshire, she
never once showed them. We discussed the whole situation over and
over again and we always came up with the same conclusion. She was
delighted that we should want her to come and be near us, she was
as sure as she could be without seeing the property that she would
like it, and, above all, she was relieved that she didn’t have to
face the rest of her life living alone.

I had
hardly had time to do anything other than have a cup of tea on my
arrival home than Mother was telling me to get the application form
and ‘Let‘s have it filled in!’ With no more ado, I did just that
and we sat together answering the questions about health, reasons
for wishing to join Abbeyfield, religion etc. and as soon as it was
done, Mother was out of her chair and putting on her coat. The post
box was just within walking distance for her deteriorating leg
muscles and whilst I sat back to catch my breath, she was off
‘double-sticking’ her walking stick up the road to post the
form.
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Chapter 8 Making Haylage

The day
after my second computer had been delivered, Mr Drew Brown had come
to Low Arvie and mowed our haylage fields for us. I had been down
in Yorkshire at that time and so wasn’t able to meet him until he
called again to make arrangements to come and bale the drying
grass. His farm is larger than Low Arvie and is about three miles
away on the other side of the village. Drew has proved to be a good
friend to us since we have been here, helping us with advice and
allowing Richard to borrow equipment from time to time. We were
very pleased to be getting the grass mowed and dried without it
being rained on, as Drew said that another local farmer Tom Corsan
(of Arvie) would come the next afternoon to ‘row up’. Drew and his
team of baler and carters would be along in the evening to complete
the job. The ‘rowing up’ was necessary as the grass had had no
fertiliser that spring and was therefore not as lush as it would
have been. Drew’s mowing had left the cut grass in long narrow
lines snaking around the fields and he said it would be a good idea
to add three of these lines together to make the baling quicker and
more efficient. This was the ‘rowing up’ which Tom Corsan was to
do.

Duly
around three o’ clock the next afternoon, I was sitting at the
table in the small ‘office’ just getting to know my computer which
had been fixed up that morning, when I first of all heard and then
saw a red tractor go past the window and stop. Going out to greet
the driver, I found a young, good-looking man seated in the cab,
and I saw that he had the hay turner attachment fixed to the back
of the tractor. The man smiled shyly and introduced himself as ‘Tom
Corsan, come to ‘row up’. Richard appeared around the corner to
speak to him and having said ‘Hello’, I returned to my computing.
Later I went out to watch, as Tom worked away up and down the rows
of grass. He went one way up the field turning the first row onto
the second and then went back the other way turning the third row
on top of them. Up and down he went until all the rows had been
stacked in threes ready for the baler.

We were
just finishing our evening meal when we heard more tractor noises
coming into the yard and young Dougie Brown, Drew’s eldest son
drove up with his baler. After speaking with Richard for a minute
or two he went off into the fields and began to drive up and down
Tom’s rows, ‘eating up’ the grass and stopping briefly every now
and again to drop off the large round bales into which the grass
had been rolled. When the bale was complete the baler wound three
or four layers of stretchy nylon ‘net wrap’ netting tightly around
it before opening up to let the bale roll into the field. Soon
there was further sound of engines and machinery coming up the
track into the yard, and four more tractors appeared, the first
three with long prong like appendages attached to the front and the
fourth towing the bale wrapping machine.

Drew was
driving this last and he dismounted to introduce us to the three
tractor drivers. They were his younger son, Peter and another local
farmer, David Porteous and his son Colin. There was no time for
more than the usual pleasantries and the three tractors with the
front spikes were soon plying back and forth, spiking the bales
which Dougie had made and carrying them back to the in-bye field
where Drew got to work with the wrapper. The weather had held so
far and we watched with mounting relief and pleasure as Drew worked
steadily up and down the row of green net wrapped bales which the
three tractors placed in just the correct position for him. It was
fascinating to watch as each one was lifted onto the machine’s bed
and then whirled round and round, each turn covering a fresh
section of green with shiny black plastic until there was no green
left. The machine then stopped whirling and the bale was released
back onto the field before the next one was lifted on and the
process begun again. At the end of three hours non-stop work by the
five men, there were one hundred and four large and one small shiny
black parcels of winter feed neatly arranged in the
field.

Because
we were only planning to have fifteen head of cattle that first
year, Richard and Drew had worked out that fifty bales would be
enough to see us through the winter and we had agreed to sell the
remaining bales to David Porteous. The next day Colin came and took
them away, whilst Peter Brown came and stacked our fifty neatly in
the compound near to the large cattle shed, to ‘pickle’ away over
the remainder of the summer, ready for use when the time came. The
chemistry of the process depends on all the air being removed from
the grass, hence the tight wrapping of plastic, and then, in these
anaerobic conditions, bacteria get to work preserving the dry
matter in the grass and with it as much nutritional value as
possible. The best haylage requires making before the flowers of
the grass turn to seeds and we were too late for that this year,
but nevertheless it was a reasonably good product when we
eventually began to use it.

This
dealt very nicely with the ’Improved grassland’ and it looked neat
and tidy now that it had been cut, but the ’Rough Grazing’ land was
looking decidedly sorry for itself with the long fronds of grass
waving in the wind. It all looked very unkempt and uncared for.
Once again Drew Brown was able to suggest a solution. Since we
weren’t able to put our own cattle on the land until much later in
the year, he and David Porteous would rent the grazing and bring
some of their own herds onto the land. Over the next few days 26
cows with their calves arrived on the field at the west end of the
farm, which we had now called Aunchenvey after the Wilson’s farm
that adjoined it. They set to with a will to eat down the grass,
which had not seen a cow for the previous few months. David brought
twenty-five young stock and loosed them into ‘40 acre’, the field
at the east end of the farm. Very soon that land, too, began to
take on a neater and tidier appearance.

These
cattle stayed on our land right through to September when the grass
growth began to slow and both Drew and David came regularly to
check they were all right. Although, of course, we saw the cattle
and sometimes watched them for a while, Richard was not allowed to
perform any official duties as stockman because he was registering
his business with the VAT office and, if you perform a service for
someone, then you must charge VAT. He could rent out the grazing -
in effect he would be selling the grass - and this would be classed
as a tax-exempt sale. The whole process did everyone a favour, as
the two men got some good extra grazing for their cattle and
Richard was able to provide the VAT office with concrete proof of
trading as a farmer, in the form of the invoices he sent to Drew
and David.

The other
incidental benefit to this process was that we saw a lot of them
and got to know them quite well over the course of the summer. Drew
usually came very early in the morning to see his stock and
sometimes we were still in bed when we heard his car draw into the
yard. Other times we would be able to have a few words with him
either as he set off or on his return. David mostly came in the
evenings when his day‘s work was over. His wife Kathy worked some
evenings in the local hotel and so David had much more time to
spend with us. He would come in and sit at the table over a mug of
tea and we enjoyed getting to know him and the things he told us of
the region that was now our home. I was quite sad when the time
came for the cattle to go home and hoped that we could continue our
friendship with David and Drew.
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Chapter 9 Land, Garden and Rubbish

We had
some friends in the locality, met whilst we were all house hunting
in the area and staying in the same Bed and Breakfast establishment
the previous November. They had been moving from London and
required a bungalow, thus their search had been a little easier
than ours and they had moved to Hightae, a village about 30 miles
from Low Arvie the previous April. We had kept in touch for the
intervening time and when they came over to make their first visit
to ‘inspect’ the farm three days after we moved in, things were
fairly well organised and we were able to spend the afternoon
walking with them over some of our land. This was my first look at
the further points of the farm and, although the grass was high and
the going rough in places, due to long years of neglect, I could
hardly believe that all this natural beauty was ours. We walked
down to where the burn formed our boundary with the Forestry
Commission land along the north-western edge and there we found
beautiful water lilies floating on the clear brown water that
babbled and gurgled over rocks and stones. We walked across the Bog
of Allen and I began to realise that not only had we bought a farm
but it was also a ready made nature reserve. With the movement away
from productive farming to farming for the environment, prevalent
in this twenty-first century, this farm was tailor made for the new
agri-schemes that people were talking about.

I made a
mental note of the plants that I saw and when I had a spare moment
I began a diary of flowers, birds and animals that I have seen on
the land or in the skies over it. The list is still growing. At the
eastern end of the Bog we found one of the many drains that cross
the land, flowing quite freely into the burn. This was the main
drain into which all the others flowed and there was a fair volume
of water coming down it, keeping this one open when so many of the
others had ceased flowing and become clogged with the roots of the
rushes. It was possible to trace the courses of these drains by the
lines of rush which grew so profusely in straight lines all over
the low-lying land and this was where we would start to improve the
land by clearing the rushes and letting the water drain away. It
would take a very long time to achieve this in all 120 acres but we
had decided to make a start in the garden in front of the house and
work outwards from there.

At the
moment the garden was indistinguishable from the rest of the
fields. Where the level was above the water table, it was knee high
in grass and where the land fell sharply away towards the road,
there were nettles and rosebay willow herb in abundance and then
lower still, in the last four or five metres this side of the fence
grew the ubiquitous rush. The land there was waterlogged and for
the moment impenetrable. Just the other side of the fence was one
of the clogged up drains where the water merely glistened stilly
amongst the needle-like stems of rushes instead of flowing swiftly
away to meet the drain to the burn. This was why the land on either
side for several metres, including the end of the garden was so
very waterlogged. When it rained, the water just spread out over
the surface of the peat and stayed until the next shower joined
it.

To give
life to the wilderness that was the garden in the early days, we
bought and put up several bird feeders. Almost immediately these
attracted flocks of small birds. Chaffinches vied with great tits
and blue tits to get a free meal. Gradually other species joined
them and soon we had quite a variety to watch from the kitchen
window. Bright yellow siskins are regular visitors with the great
spotted woodpecker and both these add considerably to the colour of
the scene. We have a regular resident in Philip the pheasant who,
with his cohort of females, patrols the garden under the feeders
waiting for the crumbs that the other birds let fall.

To date,
forty seven different species of birds have been seen through this
one window of the farmhouse, probably the most exciting of which
was a female hen harrier hawking stealthily along about six feet
above the rushes between here and the road. Among small visitors
have been Tree Creeper, Reed Bunting and Long Tail Tits, Black
caps, Bullfinches and Fly Catchers, Wheatear, Stonechat and Grey
Wagtail. Winter visitors included Redwing, Mistle Thrushes and one
day a Sparrow Hawk graced us with his presence in the tree outside
the window. Barney the Owl lives quite happily alongside us in the
granary store at the far side of the farmyard and we see him
regularly fly out at dusk to begin his night’s work just as we are
finishing ours.

One dark
evening before the end of the winter, Richard came into the house
to fetch me to the workshop where an owl had blundered in the
fading light. Richard had turned on the light when he went in for
something and found him, blinking hard and very disorientated,
sitting on a high shelf. I looked at him in quiet excitement and
saw sticking up above each of his eyes, a tuft of orange brown
feathers. He was sitting upright on the shelf and these tufts gave
the appearance of extreme alarm. Of course I had no idea where to
find my camera and, as he was becoming extremely agitated, I did
not feel inclined to prolong his discomfiture and we switched off
the light and stood back. Immediately re-orientated and in his own
element once again, he located the door with unerring accuracy and
swooping low once over our heads as if in thanks, he disappeared on
silent wings into the night. Checking in the bird books later, I
discovered we had had our first sight of a long-eared owl. The book
says his call is like that of a tawny owl, the familiar to wit to
whoo sound, only more haunting, and we often hear such a sound in
the night. I cannot be sure though whether this is Tufty or not as
we also see a tawny owl perching on the electricity pole outside
the bedroom window just after dusk.

In order
to follow our plan to start at the house and work outwards, one of
the necessities for the first load to be brought up from Yorkshire
had been the ride-on lawn mower we had bought two seasons before.
It had the ability to leave the cut grass anything from 1 to 6
inches long and the second evening of our occupation saw Richard
cutting the level area of lawn to a 6-inch length. It was slow
going but a tribute to the mower that he was successful and the
view from the window was much improved. There was a row of small
conifers in the middle of this patch of grass that were browning
and unattractive so we pulled those out and felt satisfied that we
had at least made a start. It took most of the summer to work our
way through the rest of the garden, which is about thirty metres
wide by about the same deep and diamond in shape, but slowly we cut
the grass and weeds down to size. I unearthed several flowering
plants down the wall side, which had been completely invisible when
we arrived. The main culprit in covering these was a thick carpet
of green moss that spread outwards from the wall. It was growing to
a thickness of four to six inches in most places and a lot of it
just lifted off the top of the ground.

The
ground sloped upwards for about one metre from the level surface of
the lawn to meet the wall, and it was here that the moss was
thickest and here that I found the few flowering plants that there
were in the garden. I have continued to build this strip as a kind
of poor man’s herbaceous border, pushing in the few plants I
brought from the south. Some of them have at least survived and I
intend to continue to add to them over time. The main body of the
lawn has several levels, possibly due to the contours of underlying
rock that has been covered over and our aim is to try and grade
this more evenly down to the fence at the bottom and leave it as
lawn. I am purposely using the word lawn instead of grass as I find
the myriad plants that make up the sward to be attractive and I
would like to keep them. Also as the year progresses - we are now
in May - I am finding a similar attraction in the wetland down by
the fence.

I am
fighting a running battle with the nettles, rush and Rosebay and I
think I am winning at the moment, I know from experience that
nettles give up the fight fairly easily if one is persistent but I
have still to learn about the other two. I suspect they may be more
tenacious! This is allowing other more attractive wild flowers to
establish themselves and we now have kingcups, several ferns and
meadow sweet appearing down there. In the centre of this area rise
two or three rowan trees and around the eastern edge grow willow
bushes, together these give a framework in which the smaller plants
fill the centre. I shall see how things progress before making
final decisions about this area.

The west
side of the garden houses a copse of small trees, mainly blackthorn
and bird cherry and beneath these grows a tangle of bramble and
nettles. Every few days I attacked a different part of the garden,
pulling out nettles and Rosebay willow herb by the hundred, some
much taller than me, but I decided to leave the little wood alone
and let it do what it would. Eventually by our first winter, I had
cleared the whole garden except for this wood and although I am no
Alan Titchmarsh, at least it now looks tidy and the lawn, though
made up of moss and sedge, buttercup and dandelion, lady’s smock
and daisy and very little actual grass, is green and short. We were
pleased to find a huge patch of snowdrop and daffodil on the slope
this spring, and they last much longer here than down in Yorkshire,
as the spring is much slower to get going and the summer much
shorter.

At the
northern end of the wooded section, there was a large patch of
Rosebay willow herb and, one day I attacked this with vigour,
pulling up the plants and throwing them onto the grass where
Richard was scooping them up and carting them off to the bonfire.
There were hundreds of them and it was a very therapeutic exercise
to grab the wretched things and wrench them out of the earth.
Slowly I uncovered an inlet into the wood of about ten square
yards. Between this inlet and the house, there grew some weedy
damson trees and fetching his chain saw, Richard began to thin
these out, leaving the sturdier ones with air around them in the
hope that they would bear fruit (forlorn). As we worked away
clearing this space, I became aware that, every now and again,
there was a glass bottle lying among the roots of the Rosebay.
Rather than being an odd one, they were increasing in number the
nearer I got to the wall, which was the boundary of the garden and
the farmyard.

As I
cleared the last of the long green stems away, I saw why I was
finding bottles. About five metres from the house wall, previously
hidden by the damson trees and the Rosebay was a mound of household
waste. The mound was about three yards across and probably two
yards deep, its height was unfathomable as the land undulated here
and there but it was level with the top of the wall. We had cleared
half of its perimeter and the other half was screened by tall and
spindly snowberry bushes. Previous occupants apparently came from
the house and threw empty bottles, tins of all kinds and other
rubbish literally over the garden wall! The only thing was it was
their own garden wall.

“Goodness
me,” I said to Richard, “The next fine afternoon, we have to come
here and clear all this lot up!” To date we have filled forty three
fertiliser sacks with the contents of this heap and processed them
six a week in the wheelie bin. At a rough estimate we have cleared
perhaps a quarter of it. We have found lemonade bottles such as we
knew in our youth with the black and orange rubber stopper, and can
only assume that this has been the family rubbish heap for sixty or
more years - perhaps even longer than that. We are still working
away each week filling our six sacks - Richard is shovelling the
contents straight into the sack now as it is all solid tin or glass
with occasional plastic toys and washing up liquid containers
(remember Squezy?) mixed in. The Snowberry bushes were not in front
of the pile as I had first thought, but are actually growing
through it, their roots and lower branches deformedly cradling jam
jars, shampoo bottles and china cups and plates. Many of the jars
and bottles have been broken and there are sharp shards of glass
all around. We will never be able to get every piece up, but when
we have cleared the heap, we shall cover the surface with a layer
of topsoil and grass it over for safety. I have grave suspicions
that some of the undulations may be other, older rubbish heaps but
I don’t intend to find out!

So much
for my fine afternoon’s work!
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Chapter 10 Electrics and Plans

The first
weeks that we were at Low Arvie were naturally very busy. Getting
the haylage harvested so easily was a huge bonus to us instead of
the major worry that it had promised to be and it left us time to
get other projects under way. The electrical system in the house
was obviously quite old and, as there was no central heating, the
single socket in each of the bedrooms and the lounge promised to be
inadequate for our needs, if not now, then certainly when the
weather began to turn colder. Although we had formulated plans to
extend the house and put in heating, we were aware that this would
take time, as planning permission would be needed - fortunately at
this stage we had no idea just how difficult this would prove to be
- and so we decided to have the electrics overhauled and extra
sockets put in at least upstairs so that we could have additional
warmth when necessary. We reasoned that downstairs was reasonably
well catered for with the Esse a permanent source of heat in the
kitchen and, when we got the fireplace operating in the lounge,
that would help the overall temperature in the rest of the house,
as well as providing a cosy venue for our winter evenings. When we
arrived, this last housed an electric fire, but with the large
supply of free wood around the farm we would soon remove this and
re-instate the log fires that we were accustomed to.

I
arranged for two local firms to come and give us quotes for the
electrical work and with just a hint of the lackadaisicalness that
we have found to be so prevalent in Dumfries and Galloway, managed
to get their quotes at only the second time of asking. We arranged
for Paul Mitchell to send his workman, whose name was Rob, on
September 23rd. This was four weeks ahead and as Paul had been
vacillating about how long present jobs would take and telling me
it could be ten days or it might be twelve days, I felt that a firm
commitment so far in advance was by far the best way to arrange
things for both of us. Nothing, I felt, could go wrong! We were to
have a panel heater and several sockets fitted in each of the
bedrooms, wiring for towel rail, shower and wall heater put into
the bathroom ready for the extension work, and a new circuit board
downstairs. The original wiring in the downstairs rooms would be
checked for safety but the work required here would wait until the
extension.

The
Friday before the work was due to begin, I debated with myself
whether to ring Mitchell’s and check that all was well for the
Monday. In the end I decided that, having made such a firm
arrangement with Paul, all would be well and decided that it would
look like paranoia if I phoned, and so I left it. I know better
now! On the morning of Monday 23rd September, we got up early and
moved all the furniture we could out of the way, took up carpets
and generally prepared for the electrician to start work when he
arrived. We had breakfast and Richard went off to work outside,
whilst I cleared away the pots and waited.....and waited.....and
waited.

When the
clock got round to 9 a.m. and still no workman, I could stand it no
longer and rang the firm’s headquarters in Castle Douglas. The lady
on the other end of the line had clearly never heard of Low Arvie
and the work that was waiting here. It was plain from her
prevarications that the workmen had all gone off to their specified
jobs for the day and she had no idea what to do. She was Paul’s
aunt and was only in the office temporarily, she said, as Paul’s
wife had just returned home the previous day from the hospital with
a new baby and Paul was having a few days off to settle the
newcomer in. She also said that he had turned off all telephones in
his house, and was thus incommunicado. Begging me to ‘bear with
her’, she rang off to see what she should do. I sat and wondered
just what the answer was to getting things done efficiently in this
area.

It was
not long, however before she rang back, full of apologies and told
me that they would have someone out to do the work by 11 a.m. They
were as good as their word and Rob appeared just on 11. He turned
out to be an excellent workman, who did a very good job and by the
end of the week we had bedrooms equipped for the use of clocks,
hairdryer and electric blankets and the chilliness of the autumn
evenings could be taken off by the two smart new heaters on the
walls under the windows. Downstairs the new circuit board catered
for this new loading and we felt the wiring in the house was
safe.

At the
same time as this was going on we were making enquiries into people
who could draw up the plans we needed for the large extension we
planned. We had worked out what we thought was a good idea for the
house, making it convenient for us and large enough to house our
guests in the present bedrooms with the bathroom for their own
private use. This entailed practically doubling the size of the
house, building what almost amounted to a second house at right
angles to the original. I would have the large farmhouse kitchen
that I had so longed for, with living room space at the far end and
we would have bedroom, bathroom and dressing area for our own use
above. We planned to build this at conventional height so that
Richard would not bump his head on the coombs as he did now, and
place new water tanks in the roof space to give enough head of
water to run showers, which was impossible at the moment, and fill
the toilets at normal speed. The upstairs of this new part would
not be connected to the upstairs of the old house thus keeping both
guests’ apartments and ours’ private.

At the
moment we were unable to accommodate any overnight guests as the
second bedroom was used as storage space for all our accoutrements
that did not fit into the rest of the house. We were trying to keep
this as uncluttered as possible, just setting out what was
essential for daily use. We knew that we would have to live in the
house as it was for quite a long time before the new part could be
built and we had enough furniture to furnish the new part as well
as the old to store for the duration. What was not needed at the
moment and would not deteriorate, was cluttering up Richard’s
workshop, but the rest had to be accommodated in the
house.

We
planned to link the old house to the new part along the back of the
house, making the old wet kitchen into a ‘boot’ room for wet coats,
wellies and dirty farm clothing, if possible leaving the sink,
washing machine and dishwasher that were already installed for farm
use. The central heating boiler would be housed in here and the far
end would become a toilet with washbasin. The ‘dry’ kitchen would
become office space and the small room that we used as an office
now would be knocked through into the lounge area and house
bookshelves for all, or if I had my way, the more useful of
Richard’s many books. The link between the ‘boot’ room and the new
kitchen/living room would be useful space for freezers and tumble
dryer. At the front, our idea was to knock the small porch off and
replace it with a larger conservatory (another dream of mine) and
join this to the living room end of the new kitchen. Thus we could
close off the original upstairs when we had guests giving them a
large area to themselves - two rooms and bathroom. We realised that
it was an ambitious plan and would be expensive, but decided to go
ahead with the plans and costing and then see how we could reduce
it if we needed to.

Exactly
two weeks after moving in, we opened the door to another Rob, the
surveyor and welcoming him in and providing tea and cake, we told
him of our idea. I wonder now if we would have started this if we
had known how difficult and long the process was to be. I had
overseen the alterations at my parents house in Yorkshire five
years previously and whilst not on this scale, it had been a major
change entailing moving the old folk out into a residential home
whilst the house was ripped apart and put back together in a
different shape. The whole process from start to finish took from
March 3rd to August 11th - a little over five months. What we
didn’t know here was that five months after starting out on this
project we would just have received planning permission and would
be facing an eleven week wait for the Building inspection team to
get round to looking at the plans, in order to give the necessary
consent for beginning the work. Ten months after that first
surveyor’s visit we are still waiting for this consent and it looks
like being some months yet before a start can be made.

We have
had to alter our idea considerably along the way. We had several
specimen plans drawn up before we got what we wanted and then just
as they were about to be presented, Rob spoke with the planning
officer ‘off the record’ and was told that no way could the new
part be higher than the old part, no way could we build in front of
the original building line and no way could we have a large
conservatory on the front of the house. We still don’t understand
why Rob allowed us to go down this line for so long without finding
this out first - could it have something to do with the size of the
bill? Anyway we have reduced the size of the new build to conform
to these specifications and Richard will just have to learn not to
bump his head! In general we will still be able to have the
conformation that we first planned.

At the
same time as Rob applied for the building warrant, he put the
specifications and plans out to four builders, all of whom
expressed their interest in the project. We didn’t know any
builders in the area and could find nobody who would recommend one,
so we were once again in Rob’s hands, except for one that we could
offer. When we had bid on the first farm that we didn’t get, we had
driven into the nearest village, Thornhill, and had seen a small
cottage being renovated. Over the course of our two or three
visits, we had watched the progress and decided that the work was
being well done. The name on, the van parked outside was A.
McMeekin and we had written this down with the accompanying
telephone number. We now gave this to Rob as our only offering. Rob
thought that we should get six quotes and we left it to him to find
the other five. A week later he got back to us, saying that he had
found only four builders who wanted to quote, but these were all
keen to get the work. He had given them the deadline of 12 o’clock
on March 24th to have their quotes here to us. This was five weeks
away.

Two weeks
later we had a visit from John Donnelly of Cornerstone Builders in
Dumfries. He had been asked to quote for the building work by one
of the four, Alex Campbell of Kirkcudbright who was a joiner and
needed to get quotes from plumber, builder and electrician to make
up his final offering. Two other people visited from Robison and
Davidson, another local building firm, but we saw no one from the
remaining two. Just before the deadline we received an email from
Rob saying that Robison and Davidson had asked for a further week
to get their quote in and he had agreed.

At 11.40
a.m. on March 24th the postman brought one large brown envelope
which proved to be the quotation from Alex Campbell of
Kirkcudbright. It was satisfactorily presented, with each workman
giving his quote for the work, but the joinery work to be done by
Alex himself was only an estimate! We felt we really needed to know
how much the work was going to be. However, as he had been the only
one of the four to get his quote in on time, we felt very kindly
disposed towards him. As 12 o’clock passed we received no more
quotations that day.

The next
day an orange and black van drew into the farmyard and a young man
presented us with another envelope, which Richard opened. He
extracted from it a single sheet of paper with a large amount of
money written on it. There was no breakdown and no detail of any
kind. . This was the offering of the Trades Team, a firm
amalgamated from local joiners, electricians, plumbers and builders
all working together. We began to quiz the man about the figure
written on the paper. Yes, it was a quotation for the work, but
that was all he could tell us. It was obvious that he was only the
postman for the quote and knew nothing about it. He went away
promising to return the next day with more information about what
was included. We are still waiting!

Ten days
later we heard again from Rob. Robison and Davidson begged to be
excused from quoting due to pressure of work. Not one word had been
heard from Mr McMeekin of Thornhill, although Rob said he had been
very keen to quote for the work when he had spoken to him. After
ringing him three or four times and getting no reply, I was
eventually able to speak to him, and he assured me that the quote
was coming. On being asked when, he replied, “About a week!” I
spoke to him again about three weeks later and he still said he was
working on the quote and it would be in the post, but since we are
now in mid-May and we have still heard nothing, even if, by the
remotest chance, he did come up with something, I don’t think we
would be inclined to go with him. I like to be able to trust the
word of people who are going to work for me.

In the
end none of these people built the extension. It took several
months for us to get the building warrant and during this time we
heard of another builder who may be interested in the work. The
building control people asked for several changes to the original
plans and when these were drawn up they were sent out to Mr
Campbell of Kirkcudbright and also to the new builder who had
expressed a willingness to quote. His name is Andy Harrison and he
had shown himself to be much keener than any of the previous
people. Within a week of hearing about the work he had made three
visits to us, one to discuss the work in general terms and twice
with a joiner, plumber and electrician to go through the fine
detail of each section of the job. Within two weeks of receiving
the new plans, he came again and brought us his quote, spending
time with us going through the details. We waited for the deadline
that Rob had given to Mr Campbell to pass and when we heard nothing
from him, I rang Andy and told him to begin the work as soon as he
could. Obviously he had ongoing work to finish first but
mid-September saw him arriving with his lad to begin the work.
Because all his ’gang’ are small firms, it has taken longer to do
the work than a big firm would. Three months down the line we have
the shell completed but nothing done inside, however we are very
pleased with everything that Andy has done and I am sure that by
next winter we shall be in a much more comfortable
building.

 



****

 


Chapter 11 Kirkcudbright

One day
towards the end of July, I was busy getting the office space
organised when the phone rang. It was Ivy Stanley calling to tell
me that they had just had a meeting of the Abbeyfield Society
Committee and they had identified a vacancy in the Kirkcudbright
House. She was happy to offer it to my Mother if she wanted it,
until a room should become vacant in Castle Douglas. Ivy still had
no idea when this might be as the work was still going on in
Bothwell House and they wouldn’t be able to sort anything out there
until this was finished. She suggested that if Mother wanted to
take the Kirkcudbright room, she should come up on 21st August for
a four-week trial period. This was for the benefit of both parties
to see if the arrangement was suitable. It was after all community
living and there has to be a degree of fitting in if life is to be
of a reasonable quality for all concerned. Ivy said there was no
hurry to decide and Mother should think about it carefully. We were
all aware that it was a huge decision for her to have to make at 90
years of age.

Richard
and I had planned to make a trip back to Yorkshire for another load
of furniture the next weekend and I decided not to tell Mother of
the offer until I was with her in person so that it could be
discussed properly and I would be there to support her through the
decision making process. Her hearing was not very good on the
telephone and I did not want her to have additional worries of
mishearing and forgetting what I had said. It was something that
she had to decide for herself without persuasion or coercion from
anyone and she needed to be clear about the options. For this
reason we had decided not to say anything to my brothers either
until the decision was made one way or the other. I did not know
what they would say about it but Mother was capable of being swayed
on occasions and I didn’t want any body else’s opinion to make her
mind up for her. I saw this move as one possible solution to our
problem but I knew that it was not my decision and I tried to be as
impartial as I could in putting the pros and cons to
her.

When I
got back to Yorkshire that weekend, I found that she had been
talking to a few people in the village about the plan. Some of them
were very positive, some were urging caution and some were
downright against. However I found that Mother was still as
positive as ever and her answer to those who were against never
altered. She was going and that was that. And so I told her the
news. She had just three weeks left to wait before the big move to
Scotland. Naturally enough, now that it was a reality, it was at
this point that her mind began to waver a little. I had been unable
to get into the Kirkcudbright house and so couldn’t tell her about
the room she would be moving into. I had run over one afternoon but
there had been no reply to my knock. I had walked around the
outside and looked through as many windows as I could and I
described what I had seen to her. It was a large double fronted
house, with a pleasant garden in front where there were benches for
sitting outside, and there was a largish back garden. What I had
been able to see of the rooms looked very similar to Bothwell House
in Castle Douglas, but the downside to this house was that it was
situated on the main road into the town, which was very busy, and
there was nowhere pleasant to walk.

Mother
had got into the habit of taking a daily walk to keep the weakness
she was experiencing in her leg muscles from getting worse and this
would not be terribly interesting from the Kirkcudbright house. The
alternative was to wait for a room to come available in Castle
Douglas, which I was almost certain she would like very much. I
left her to think over these things for a while. At twenty miles,
it was also twice as far from Low Arvie to Kirkcudbright than to
Castle Douglas, but as it would only be short term, I didn’t think
this mattered too much. It would not really make any difference to
Mother, but just make my journeys to see her longer.

When I
returned, she said that she was going to come to Kirkcudbright.
After all it was for a four-week trial and if she was unhappy she
could always return to Yorkshire until there was space in Castle
Douglas. She was very unhappy about staying in the house alone at
night and this would be a thing of the past if she came
north.

Whilst I
was down in Yorkshire I helped her to make all the necessary
arrangements for her departure, letting the social services know
that she wouldn’t need her care call or the frozen meals after the
21st. Ivy had said that the room would be furnished by Abbeyfield
for the four-week period but Mother had to decide which of her own
things she would want to take if she stayed. She said that she
thought she wouldn’t want to go back to Yorkshire even to get her
things and so all had to be decided upon now. When I left her for
the last time to go back to Scotland, I knew that she had some
anxious days ahead of her until August 21st. I arranged to come
back as soon as possible to support her through this time and I
promised to try and see the room in Kirkcudbright before my next
visit.


Circumstances transpired to prevent this and when the day
came for us to go north, we were both in fairly anxious mood. We
had told my brothers about the projected move and had received some
unfavourable reactions. With hindsight I can understand why this
was. Mother and I had been discussing my move to a farm for three
years and possible solutions for her almost as long, but it had
come out of the blue for them and it took them a while to come to
terms with it. Also they had never heard of Abbeyfield. Their
concern was that Mother was doing the right thing for her and when
they contacted me and began to give their opinions, I asked them to
contact Mother and let her tell them about it. When they had done
this and heard how positive she was about the process, they seemed
to be happier about the affair.

The day
was fine and the journey went well, although Mother found it long
and quite tiring. We stopped for coffee at Mains Gill Farm Shop,
just past Scotch Corner, and for lunch at the Farm and Coffee Shop
just off the M6 at the border. It was just about 3.30 when we
pulled up outside Strathdee, as the Abbeyfield House in
Kirkcudbright was called. We were met by Ann Middleton, who was the
House Chairperson, as it was during the hours of the housekeeper’s
off duty period, and she led us into the dining room where she
introduced us to a gentleman who was seated in one of the easy
chairs and left us while she went to make a pot of tea. We chatted
to the gentleman and soon Mrs Middleton came back carrying a tray
of tea and biscuits. It was purgatory to have to sit and drink tea
and make social chit-chat, when all I wanted to do was to see the
room and get Mother settled in. I knew that Mother would be feeling
exactly the same and the next ten minutes seemed longer than the
entire journey from Yorkshire.


Eventually the tea drinking was over and Mrs Middleton led us
up the stairway and through a dark landing where there was a large
refrigerator standing beside a sink and worktop. There was a loud
television playing in a room off to the right. We passed along the
landing and round a corner and saw a door through which we could
see a large bathroom with a shower cubicle at the side of the bath,
and then we came to what Mrs Middleton said was the room Mother was
to have. We pushed the door open and stepped in. It was fairly big
and lit on two sides by large sash windows. In one corner was a
door leading to the en suite toilet and washbasin, and the room was
pleasantly furnished with bed, wardrobe, easy chair, and bookshelf.
In the corner by the window was a table with a kettle and crockery
enough for one person to use for breakfast and drinks. There was a
container with tea in and one with sugar. One of the windows looked
out onto the back garden and this was open slightly at the bottom
and the gentle breeze that entered wafted the green striped
curtains to and fro. We peered into the toilet and saw that it was
plenty big enough to house its two fittings, several shelves and
the towel rails where two blue towels were hanging. I looked at
Mother and could see the relief on her face. She sat herself down
in the easy chair and declared that she was very pleased with the
room. So was I.

Feeling
well satisfied with the way things were going, I went down to the
car and began to unload Mother’s possessions. They were few in
number but of vital importance to her existence. A box of books -
she was an avid reader and devoured books at the rate of two or
three a week, a box of videos - since my father’s death she had
become very fond of watching television, and when there was nothing
on that suited her she used videos as an alternative to her books,
a box of writing paper and envelopes - never one for using the
telephone very much and too old for the electronic mail of today,
she still spent many hours writing letters to her friends. These
things catered for her leisure hours and apart from these we had
just brought her summer weight clothes. Mrs Middleton very kindly
helped me to bring these things up the stairs and then she left
Mother and me to sort them out and find places for them
all.

I had
rung Richard, who had stayed at Low Arvie whilst I went down to
fetch Mother, and he soon arrived to carry up the television and
video for us. In a short while we had the clothes stowed away in
the wardrobe and drawers, the books and videos on the bookshelf and
the room was beginning to take on a homely appearance. I plugged in
the bedside clock and put it right and had just tuned in the
television and got the video working, when there was a knock on the
door and a slight, youngish woman with fair hair put her head round
the door and then entered. She introduced herself as Paddy, the
housekeeper and we all chatted amiably for a few minutes. She then
said that it was teatime and would Mother like to come downstairs
to the dining room.

There we
found the table had been covered with a snowy white cloth and was
laden with plates of cakes and biscuits. Several elderly people
were seated around the edge and there was one place left which was
obviously for Mother. Richard and I crept away at this point and
left Paddy to make the introductions and help Mother to settle into
to her new home. We felt that she would be ok, if a little strange
at first, and I had told her that I would visit her again the next
day to see how she had got on.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/21655
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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