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Low Arvie, January 2010
Hello again,
‘Life with The Ladies of Low Arvie’ continues our story begun in my first book ‘The Ladies of Low Arvie’ in which I catalogued the many trials that we faced after the purchase of Low Arvie, our small farm in Dumfries and Galloway, SW Scotland. ‘The Ladies of Low Arvie’ ended with the successful birth of our first batch of home bred calves and the end to many of our problems with the completion of our house extension, the bringing of mains water to our property and our learning of the rules and regulations to which farming in the 21st Century is subject.
We thought that we had faced and overcome most of the challenges that buying Low Arvie would bring us and that life would continue on in unremarkable fashion from that point. Little did we know what the future held for us as we settled into our new life with ‘The Ladies’ and their new offspring.
My mother, too, had settled into her new home close by in Castle Douglas and was forming new friendships and finding new activities in this the latter portion of her life.
I always answered the readers of my first book who asked for more in the same way. Surely there could not be anything else of interest that would happen to us and our small, but beautiful, homestead that would justify my taking to the typewriter again.
This book is a testament to just how wrong I was!!
I have attempted to include just enough of the previous story to allow those who have not read that to follow the narrative, but, hopefully, not enough to allow previous readers to become bored. I have also included parts of those first years that were not included the first time around in order to complete the record of our journey so far.
In spite of, and because of, all that life at Low Arvie has been, we are continuing to live our dream and to gain true satisfaction from doing so. Overcoming each fresh challenge adds to our enjoyment and I hope that reading this next instalment of our story adds to yours
****
The first two years of our occupation at Low Arvie had been hectic and exhilarating. We had arrived to take possession on July 11th 2002 with no farming equipment and little idea of what we were to do and in the following months we had set up a beef rearing enterprise. The land was very wet and the six years of neglect since the previous farmer had died had left the fields and tracks in a very sorry state. Our first job had been to get the grass cut and made into silage and achieving this process in the first two weeks of our occupation had improved the look of the place considerably. But this only dealt with 20 of the 120 acres and the remaining rough grazing land was brought somewhat back into shape by the cattle of two of the farmers who had helped us make our silage.
This left the tracks to be dealt with and this was a problem not so easily solved and for the first months we were in residence I had only been able to walk on the land in the very driest time because, as soon as the rain came, huge areas of the tracks became deep pools of almost liquid mud and were dangerous to man and beast. The remedying of these took time and money and tons and tons of rock quarried from the land of another neighbour. Eventually though Low Arvie began to take on a cared-for look and an air of respectability.
We bought our own herd of pedigree Black Galloways, who have become the Ladies of Low Arvie, from a local estate that was being sold up and they were delivered one exciting day in November in three livestock lorries. The twenty four cows had brought with them eighteen calves, six bull calves and twelve heifers. One of the bulls had tragically died but the remaining seventeen had grown and flourished in our large cattle shed until we had been able to drain the land sufficiently for them to take their rightful place in the fields.
The five now castrated bullocks had grown into fine beasts on the land of another farmer, Graham, who has become a close friend. They were to fulfil their fate in the summer of 2004, giving a welcome boost to our severely depleted finances. The destiny of the twelve heifers was to become suckler cows to provide more calves and we put them out into the field at the far end of the farm to grow. They would be ready to make their first encounter with the bull in the summer of 2004, producing their first calf in late spring 2005.
The older Ladies themselves, now reduced to twenty-two in number by the loss of one who was ill when she came and a second one who was unable to breed, had braved the wet land and, happily, were used to finding their way around very wet spots, as their previous home on Bardennoch Hill had been in very similar conditions. They met successfully with the bull, Zeppelin, hired from Gordon Gilligan at High Creoch, Gatehouse of Fleet, and had all produced our first batch of home bred calves in the autumn and winter of 2003/4. We had made our second crop of silage with the help of kind neighbours and the hindrance of poor second hand machinery and had overcome the challenges we had faced with fortitude on Richard’s part and just the tiniest degree of panic (slight understatement) on mine!
Once our first calves were born and doing well, we hired Zeppelin once again. He was a gentle giant, hand reared by Gordon in the same way as we rear ours and we gladly welcomed him back to Low Arvie where he obligingly created our second crop of calves. There were only sixteen this time as some of the cows were getting quite old and their breeding life was coming to an end. We took stock of the herd and decided to part with four of these when their first calves were weaned. The land was still not in good heart and now that the older calves that had come with the cows were out of the shed where they had spent their first winter, we feared that the land would suffer badly if there were too many feet churning up the mud.
It was a sad time taking the cows on their last journey but, in the same way as it is often kindest to put a beloved pet to sleep, so we felt about the old cows. Because they live most of their lives out in the weather and would not take kindly to being shut up in sheds at any time, they are inclined to arthritis in the latter stages if their lives (who isn’t?) and it would not be fair to expect them to carry embryonic calves who weigh up to 45 kilos at birth, when their hips and backs are causing them pain. The remaining two that were not in calf to Zeppelin seemed to be still in good health and we decided to keep these and, when the Bardennoch Hill calves were ready to be served in the late summer of 2004, we put these two cows with them
We then had to decide what to do with the first batch of Low Arvie calves, who were by now almost a year old. The winter was fast approaching and the autumn rain was falling with increasing frequency and it was clear that we needed to reduce the numbers before the winter came. There was the annual sale of Galloways in the market in Castle Douglas at the end of October and we thought about sending them there to be sold. However, although we do go to the market and know that the animals are not treated badly, I was not keen to subject our calves to the noise and bustle, and to being poked and prodded around the ring whilst the auctioneer loudly proclaimed the bids.
We had fourteen bullocks and eight heifers and they had all grown well and were making good beasts. We talked several times about our options and then worried quietly about what to do. The solution came, as usual for us, from an unexpected source. While we were seeking a bull to run with the Bardennoch Hill heifers, we were advised by Margaret in the Galloway Society office to get in touch with John Finlay. John lives at Blackcraig Farm about five miles from Low Arvie and he farms it with the help of his wife, Ann, and son, Ian. They are very well known in the world of Black Galloways and Blackcraig animals often win prizes and fetch the highest prices in the mart. We were assured that John would know of anyone with a spare bull for hire and so I rang him and told him of our need. During the course of the conversation he mentioned that he had seen our animals as he drove past Low Arvie on his way to Castle Douglas and he thought they looked good. He told us that the MacMillans at Overbarskeoch may be able to help in the question of the bull and then went on to enquire if we were thinking of selling any of our stock. He said that he knew of someone who was wanting to buy Galloway bullock calves and he said we would get a fair price. This seemed to be ideal and we arranged for him to come with his friend to look at our boys.
We also followed up on John’s suggestion for a bull and I rang Alan McMillan. He said they had two possibilities. Both were young bulls, untried in the field, and Richard went to ‘interview’ them. He decided that Lucky Strike would be fine and Alan brought him to Low Arvie to join our ‘girls’. We hoped that the vigour of youth and the beauty of our heifers would inspire him to the required action! It did and he got all but three of the heifers and both old cows in calf. These two old cows were Gladeye, mother of Low Arvie calf number 2, named Lucky, who had spent his first hours of life in the cold water of the main farm ditch, and Diana, mother of Wee Boy who had also given us some anxiety and had been nursed through his early days in the old shed.
A few days later John arrived with Ian and Scott McKinnon and they went off with Richard to see the yearling calves, which we had shut in the shed for convenience. They seemed to like what they saw and shortly Richard brought the men into the kitchen for tea and cake and to fix a price. Scott is the farm manager of a large holding near Moniaive, a small village about twenty miles from Corsock and, as well as owning the holding, his boss has several garden centres throughout England and Scotland. He was gradually putting farm shops into these and wished to sell only Galloway beef in them. Scott had about thirty Galloway suckler cows, but the holding he managed held mostly commercial beef breeds. He had been charged to build up his stock of Galloways to service the garden centres but in the meantime he needed to outsource calves to fatten. He was very pleased to buy our fourteen and, as John had foretold, he offered a good price and agreed to come and fetch the animals the next week. This was very pleasing to me because the animals would be taken straight from our fields to Scott’s farm and would suffer very little stress in the process. As we drank our tea and talked, we mentioned that we needed to sell some of the young heifers as well and to our surprise, John said that he would buy as many as we wanted to sell. Once again we found our path opening before us and we said we would sort out how many we wanted to sell and get in touch with him soon.
As we were losing four of the old cows, we decided to keep three of the heifers as replacements and Richard allowed me to choose them. I found it quite difficult as I knew them all and this was my first taste of putting head before heart, in recognising that we were running a business instead of looking after sixty pets. The very favourite amongst the old cows is Beauty. Although the youngest of them, she has somehow become the leader of the pack and will come to my call, bringing the rest of the herd with her. This is very useful when we want to feed them or move them to new grazing. Her calf had inherited her strong formation and the proud carriage of her head which, because it is always held a little higher than the others, allows us to pick her out of the crowd. I therefore put her calf, number 10, Lady Olga, on top of the ‘keeping list’.
The day that Alex MacDonald had come out from the Galloway Society to help us name and register the Bardennoch Hill calves shortly after their arrival, he had looked over the herd and picked out two or three cows that he thought might win prizes if ever we went into showing. The best one of these was Zinnia and her first Low Arvie calf had been number 11, a heifer that we had called Lady Pete. This might appear a strange name for a female, but she was named for Richard’s mother who had never grown taller than 4 feet 10 and a half (never forget the half) inches and so was always known as Peter Pan, or Pete for short. Lady Pete was second on my ‘keeping list’.
The third place was more difficult to fill. I looked at the calves and looked at their history and could not find a reason to keep any particular one above the others as Alex’s other choice cows had all had bull calves. I went outside to look at them grazing in the field and there was one that was smaller than the others and more nervous. I looked up her pedigree and found that she was Lady Rebecca (named for my daughter’s best friend at school). She was the half sister of Lady Linda (no prizes for guessing where that name originated!). Lady Linda had come with her mother from Bardennoch Hill in the lorry and had been the youngest and smallest of her batch. However, she had grown into a fine heifer with a good conformation and now had the makings of an excellent cow. I looked at Rebecca and thought that she might do the same. I also hoped that she would lose her nervousness under Richard’s gentle care and I added her name to my list. I then rang John and told him that we would keep three and sell him the remaining five, to which he agreed.
I was not quite correct in my surmising about Rebecca! She has remained the smallest cow we have and her calves are small too. She has never entirely lost her nervousness either. However what she lacks in size, she makes up for in fertility because she is usually the first to calve every year!
****
We had been at Low Arvie for twenty months when the birth of Lady Tracey had brought the first round of Low Arvie calves to its successful conclusion, and as winter had changed into spring we had watched them grow from the cute, black, perfect replicas of their mothers into the leggy ranginess of ‘teenage’ Galloway calves with their shaggy, untidy brown coats. Towards the end of their first year, this brownness would once more resolve itself into the jet blackness of adult Galloways.
Around the same time we had been able to move into the new extension which doubled the size of the original Galloway cottage that was the farm house. The weather was kinder than the previous year and we were very comfortable in the warmth of the new kitchen and bedroom. The builder, electrician and joiner had all worked together to finish off their various portions of the work in excellent fashion and the plumber was eventually prevailed upon to do his. He managed to complete with only a few disappointing errors.
The one thing we did insist that he put right was the route of the hot water from the boiler in the Aga to the tank in the bathroom directly above and thence back to the sink in the kitchen below. For some reason he had sent the piping for the hot water right along the upstairs from the new bathroom through the old bedrooms to the far end of the house and then back along the same route to the new kitchen. It took all of three minutes for it to travel this distance and several gallons of cold water were wasted each time and the same amount of hot water remained in the pipes to go cold after each usage. We insisted that he changed this route and send the hot water directly down into the kitchen below.
The last job he had to do was to remove the bath in the old bathroom and replace it with a shower for the use of our Bed and Breakfast guests. He had promised to come several times and not appeared, giving no explanation for his absence, so that when he did eventually arrive, we left him to get on with the job in the hope that he would finish quickly and go. When he drove away and we went to inspect the shower, we were not surprised, but just sad, to find that he had erected it in the wrong corner of the room. Instead of it standing neatly by the washbasin where we intended, leaving a comfortable space by the door for a small cupboard with mirror above, there it was, cement setting nicely, in that very corner, leaving an awkward space between the shower cabinet and the wash basin. There were other things too, but we decided not to ask him to come and change either the shower or these other things, as we felt that we could not go through the agonising process of requesting him to come and then being disappointed again when he didn’t, and we learned to live with these minor inconveniences.
However, that was not the last of the dealings we had with him. One stormy night in the late autumn, we were awoken to the sound of loud explosions taking place in the kitchen below us. Not only that, but on opening our eyes we became aware that each explosion was accompanied by a flash which was reflected up the open staircase onto the bedroom wall in front of us. Flames were shooting out of the Aga and licking at the old oak cupboard on the other side of the room. Our senses of smell and taste were also assailed by the unmistakable odour of kerosene which was slowly filling the house.
Looking at the clock I saw that it was 1.30 a.m., and with fuddled brains unable to understand the ‘son et lumiere’ display that was going on down below, we rushed out of bed and hurried to see the intermittent flames shooting out of the Aga. Richard was the first to cotton on to the problem, and he explained that the wind, which was howling outside and quite audible between the explosions, was coming down the flue pipe and blowing the flame out between the grating bars in the tiny fire door of the Aga (along with plenty of oily, black soot which was being deposited around the kitchen) and then extinguishing it. The vapour then built up again and relit itself causing the explosive noise. We went to find the Aga instructions but could find nothing in them relevant to our situation and decided the only thing to do was to turn the kerosene off and let the Aga go out. By this time the house was filled with fumes and so we had to open all the windows in the kitchen and bedroom, which allowed all the built up heat to escape along with the fumes, making the house cold.
We spent the next morning cleaning up the mess and when the wind died down in the early afternoon, Richard set about re-lighting the Aga. We still had the original Esse range working in the old kitchen/office where we were able to cook and make drinks, so breakfast and lunch had not been too disrupted, but the new part of the house felt cold and we were anxious to return it to our comfort zone as quickly as possible. However, it soon became clear that the re-lighting process was not going to be as easy as hoped. As the cooker cooled down over the previous hours, the carbon in the oil jets had solidified and would not allow the oil to flow through them. It was a job for the experts! We spent some time locating our local chap, but eventually discovered that he is Michael Ross who lives about ten miles away, and we rang him. He was unable to come out that day, but agreed to come early the next morning.
He arrived promptly at 9.30 a.m. and proceeded to investigate the situation. We reported the happenings of two nights previously, and he went outside and peered upwards. ‘There’s your problem’, he said, pointing up at the shiny flue that protruded from the new roof. ‘You’ve got the wrong cowl – that one is for gas Agas, not kerosene. Furthermore I don’t think the flue is high enough. It needs to be above the ridge line of the roof.’ Yet one further problem created by the plumber! We set about finding an expert in Aga cowls, whilst Michael started to take the Aga apart and de-coke the working parts. With the wind no longer an issue, he soon had the stove re-lighted and the kitchen took on its accustomed air of warmth and comfort.
Meanwhile, an exhaustive search of the Internet had provided the telephone number of a company in Manchester who dealt in cowls, and Richard spent half an hour on the telephone discussing our problem and possible solutions. Finally, following the advice of the very knowledgeable person on the other end of the phone, he agreed to purchase a new cowl which would hopefully solve the problem. The man in Manchester had heard of this happening before and could not guarantee that we would be trouble free in the future but he said things should be better with this different style. When the new cowl arrived, Richard climbed the ladder to the top of the roof and gingerly removed the old cowl and re-placed it with the new differently shaped one. The plumber was prevailed upon to come and take the old cowl away and refund the cost of it. Fortunately, he came when we were out and picked it up from the barn and sent the cheque through the post.
Unfortunately the problem was not solved entirely by the new cowl, and every time the wind blew exactly from the east (happily it did this only once or twice a year) we were subjected to the same explosive occurrence and we had to send for Michael to relight the Aga each time. The final time it happened was the spring bank holiday week end at the end of May 2008, when the wind blew from the relevant direction for three days and three nights. By this time we had grown used to the process and we turned the Aga off at the first sign of trouble and rang for Michael to come and clean it up the next day. The wind was still blowing fiercely that day and so he did not re-light the flame but left everything ready for Richard to do so when the wind died down. We had to wait two more days for this to happen, and the heart of our home lost all of its warmth and happy feeling and we were transported once more back to the ‘bad old days’ when the house felt colder inside than out. Happily this was May and the insulation throughout the new part of the house had some effect, but it was clear that something needed to be done to resolve the issue once and for all. The flue pipe was extended to lift it higher than the ridge as Michael had suggested on the first occasion and a third cowl was purchased. This one turns with the wind and so is always positioned correctly for the current air flow and hopefully, this minor but irritating inconvenience will finally be a thing of the past, not least because it has been an intermittent but constant reminder of the plumber!.
None of this has dulled my pleasure in owning my beautiful four-oven British racing green Aga. I have gradually gained in confidence when using it and can produce reasonable, edible cakes and have even progressed to offering evening meals to our Bed and Breakfast guests, something unthinkable just a few short years ago. Friends who have re-appeared in my life (owing to their discovery of my first book ‘The Ladies of Low Arvie’ and some detective work on the Internet) have been astonished at this addition to my portfolio of skills, having known only someone who previously never touched an oven or a saucepan in cold blood!
****
We had been looking for a farm for about three years before we found Low Arvie. During that time Richard had spent the summers working for the farmer in the village in South Yorkshire where we were living (where we had both been born and brought up and where we had got together in the second half of our lives). I was spending my time following counselling training at the local college. We began to spend the winter months holidaying and making plans for the future and when Richard went to work on the farm each May when the harvesting of the peas began, I turned my attention to our internet search for a suitable farm. Our mothers were both still alive and in their nineties and so the search was initially more in the nature of research rather than an active process.
However, after the century turned, interest rates were dropping and the stock market where Richard’s money was invested also began to look rocky and so we decided that the search was becoming more urgent. As the property purchasing process in Scotland is so uncertain with its closed bids system, we knew that it could be a long time before we were successful even if we found properties that were suitable, and so I continued my counselling training at the same time as continuing the search. The successful purchase of Low Arvie in July 2002, however, cut both of these occupations short and prevented me from taking the place I had gained at Strathclyde University to follow their Diploma in Counselling Course.
Once the farm was up and running, I decided to complete my counselling qualification and achieved a Diploma by doing an on-line course in 2003. Richard suggested that I follow this up by studying for a Bachelor level degree with the Open University. I have always felt that I could have achieved a degree, as did most other members of my family and I realised that this would be something which I could now prove.
In October 2004, I therefore received a parcel of books and assignments and began the long journey to gaining a Bachelor of Science with Honours degree. On June 6th 2009 I was proud to be presented with an upper second class BSc Honours degree at the Royal Concert Hall in Glasgow. It has been a hard road at times but for the most part an enjoyable one and the good results I have achieved along the way have boosted my self confidence and the whole process has helped to heal long standing health problems, not to mention increasing my knowledge. Because I wanted to gain a Science degree, which most of the family have, I had obviously to follow a lot of Science courses, and with no Science education background, these were the most difficult for me.
The Open University degree course is based on a point system. You have to gain a minimum of 300 points, including at least 60 from the higher rated level 3 courses for an ordinary degree and a further 60 at level 3 to achieve a degree with Honours. The standard method is to gain 120 points from each of levels 1, 2 and 3 and this was my goal when I set out. For a Science degree I needed half or more of my points to come from Science and Science related courses and the rest could be made up from any other section of the prospectus. For my first course I chose the 60 point Discovering Science course. This consisted of twelve sections, each with their own text book and each covering a different facet of Science. The material covered everything from particles inside an atom to the furthest reaches of space and all things in between. Each section had a related assignment to test the knowledge gained and instead of a final examination there was a further assignment covering many aspects of the course. It began in October 2004 and ended nine months later. From the first day I opened Book 1, I was hooked on the fascinating world of knowledge that was opening up before me. I was quite ashamed of the great number of things that I didn’t know and I read the books with mounting excitement and relished the challenge of the assignments as they came along.
I am aware that my personality is such that I usually take up new interests with great enthusiasm and then suffer burn out and begin to lose interest and so I decided to hurry the process of gaining a degree along as quickly as possible and, having got the Science course well under way between October and February, I registered to begin the 30 point level 1 Spanish course and a further short 10 point science course about Nutrition and Health. There was also a practical science course scheduled to take place in July 2005 at Heriot Watt University in Edinburgh, which would give me another 10 points, making 110 of my level 1 points achieved in the first year.
I made plans to go to Edinburgh for the practical course in the final week of its four week run for 2005 because by then the heifers should have given birth to their first calves and they would all be out at grass for the summer. This would enable Richard to take a well earned break and join me in Edinburgh for the week. His brother had agreed to come up and farm sit and we would leave him a list of useful telephone numbers, vet, helpful neighbours etc. for any emergencies.
The girls that had run with Lucky Strike were due to calve between May and early July and we had had them scanned for pregnancy and discovered that nine of the heifers and the two older cows were in calf. Of the remaining three heifers, one had received a bad injury and had to be put down, another, Lady Barbara, never did get in calf and was found to be deformed internally and the third, Lady Gina went on to get pregnant to Zeppelin the next autumn.
Lady Freya was the first to calve on May 12th and the other eight followed in the next days. The two older cows had not been put in with the bull until a few weeks after the heifers and they were still waiting for their calves as July began. Diana had her calf on July 6th but old Gladeye was still waiting as the day we were to leave for Edinburgh approached. It began to look as if Richard would have to stay at Low Arvie and await the birth while I went to Edinburgh alone, but then on the afternoon of July 22nd, we watched her proceed to her lonely spot and we knew that the birth was imminent.
We have a bag in which we keep the equipment needed to deal with a new born calf, including a towel to rub warmth into the little body, the ear tags that have to be inserted in the ears and antiseptic to spray on the dangling umbilical cord through which a new calf can pick up infection. Richard picked up the bag and went off to try and tag the calf and make sure that all was well. The calf was born just as he arrived and he could see that the membrane which had protected the unborn calf appeared to be still wrapped around its face. He slowly approached near enough to remove the membrane but Gladeye did not appreciate that he was trying to help and, leaving the cattle cake that he had provided to divert her attention for a few minutes, she prepared to attack.
Richard was just able to swipe the membranes away from the little face and retreat to a safe distance before Gladeye roared towards him. The episode set the scene and each time Richard attempted to get near enough to put the tag into the calf’s ear, Gladeye made it clear that she was not going to allow it. In spite of his gentle blandishments to try and reassure her, she was intransigent, and, after three abortive attempts, Richard gave up and left her to clean the little fellow and get him suckling. They were down in the rushes in the Eastside field and when they were still there the next morning and the calf was on its feet and suckling, Richard decided that they were fine and he would come to Edinburgh and hope that Gladeye would be calm enough for him to tag the calf on our return a week later.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/21656 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!