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BLOOD LINES

The Farmhouse and Father


I was born in Aberystwyth in 1965 one of five children and the youngest. Living in a council house then. Twelve houses in the street and over sixty kids living there. Everybody had a lot of children then.  We were one of the smallest families.  Some had ten and more.  Well, the school was on the Derry-Ormond Estate, under the road, not far to walk. There were not many cars on the road in those days.
I enjoyed school as a young boy, learning to count with oranges and apples, trees, and cats and dogs. Take one cat away from four. It left you with three. Love the pictures and the headmistress said to my mum: “Your daughter’s Welsh is coming on well. Don’t know about the rest of the boys but the youngest one shows interest.  He might come on naturally.  He might come on like a house on fire!  Who knows, mae’n gwybod llawer yn barod! He knows a lot of Welsh already.  He might go far, who knows.”
A small holding came up for sale, next door to my father’s knackers yard. My parents had to buy it! It was a lot of money then - £500.00.  My father had to borrow some of the money off my grandmother. He bought sixteen acres of the eighty-acre farm, called ‘Talfedw’. It was on a hill, a long steep hill.  It was alright walking down to the new school, Coedmor, but hard walking back up.  It took forever on a hot day.  Not much better on a cold day.  
When the wind blew, the trees made shadows.  Sometimes, the moon would shine horrors of shadows and silhouettes.  Standing by the lamppost, I would breathe deep and hard and wait for the shadow to run back up.  I would run in the same direction and hope I got to the other side before I met it coming back down! 
The house looked big from the outside. It was not that big on the inside. It had thick stone walls four to five foot deep. Three coal fires and one of these was the stove. It was a hard house to heat, and we were four to one bed. My sister and my parents had their own rooms.  When it was cold you knew it.  It stuck to you.  A nasty cold.  Your bed felt like it was damp – you’d wonder if you’d wet the bed. The house was too hot in the summer and cold enough to freeze the taps inside the porch at the front of the house in the winter!  It was too cold to stay in bed and the windows would have ice on the inside, so you had to get up to start the fires.  The odd drip would tell you that the taps were starting to defrost and then freeze up again with a bigger lump of ice.  The cowshed taps froze too. It meant carrying milk churns full of water back and forth from the kitchen to the animals, as the sink was next to the Rayburn.  That one didn’t freeze. 
We had two ghosts in Talfedw.  They were no bother to us.   They never scared us - we were more afraid of our father!  If he was in a bad mood there’d be hell.  My mum always thought that the moon played with his head, making him madder, like a werewolf lycanthropy.
The problem when you’re the youngest is you’re the last bird to fly out of the nest.  There were seven years between the five of us.  My sister had gone to university, and my brothers were getting older and starting to go out with their rugby mates.  Then what happens?  Girls start to come out and poor me, by myself.  Every weekend, I would watch films on our good old black and white telly.  I had to turn it down so my father couldn’t hear it.  I started to watch the old horror movies like Frankenstein, the Werewolf, Dracula and whatever else they would put on, horrors playing with my mind.  Now I’m older I look back, why the hell was I scared?  You could see the little bit of string holding the bat up on a fishing rod!  But I spent many sleepless nights hiding under the blankets, especially on windy nights when the window would rattle.
One night, I could smell burning downstairs in the kitchen.  One of my brothers had come home drunk.  He’d been trying to be an a la carte chef, cooking steak and chips in a peculiar way.  Rare one side and burnt on the other.  There was smoke everywhere.  He’d fallen asleep in a drunken slumber.  I got him to his feet and told him, “Go to bed before you burn the house down and wake the old man.  Come on, go to bed!”  Like a moaning Frankenstein he stumbled to bed.  Thank God for that.  The other two did not come home that night.  I don’t blame them with our old man.  
We were like the children of the mines: you had to grow up quick.  It would have been nice to have the delicacies, luxuries like other people.  Just a normal life would have been good, not one of hearing the old man yelling, “what the hell” and “what’s gone wrong now”.  To lay in bed would have been another treat.  Life was never going to be easy with the likes of my old man.  We never called him dad.




Mushy Peas

Like Hilda Ogden and Ena Sharples from Coronation Street, the two old ladies and their husbands lived next door to each other.  They wore mushy pea nets, like from the packet of LEO dried peas, with curlers underneath.  They lived next door to ‘The Lock and Key’ pub, watching the world go by.  Nosing at what was going on.
“Where you going to boy?  Whose son are you?”, they asked.
“Sorry Mrs Davis, Mrs Jones.  I’m Kay Douglas’s boy.”
“Oh, you mean the knackerman’s son then”
“Yes.  I’m on the way down to the post office for my mum.”
“Oh, what you getting then?”
“I don’t know, I haven’t seen the sweets yet. Bye then.” I said, skipping down in my own time. 
Who do I see next before the post office? Ted, the ex-postman.  Everyone knew him as old Teddy.  Unknown to me then, he would end up being my babysitter and watching the phones for my mum.  He’d do this when my parents had something on, or had to go out, like to watch my older brothers playing rugby.  Old Teddy always had two or three spaniels.  Cockers and springers, liver and white or black and white.  They were well trained dogs.  It was a privilege to watch him with his whistles and commands.  How he would do it was amazing.  One whistle and the dogs would cross the road and sit down on the other side, waiting for their master.  Even when he talked to people on the street, the dogs did not move.  They just waited for their instructions.  The dogs knew what he wanted them to do.  Old Teddy always had his rollie in his mouth.  He smoked Franklin A1 Shag Tobacco, a very rough smoke! 
I said goodbye to him, and off he went walking his dogs.  As I got to the post-office there were old people buying their weekly shop.  Biscuits and crackers and cheese, all cut to size.  The same with the tobacco, wrapped up in greaseproof paper.  Brown paper bags for the veg, tea and coffee.  There were no tea bags in those days.  I gave the list to Joan, and she said “Your mum’s phoned and said your dad’s calling in to pick up the groceries and pay on his way back.  She said you can have ten pence of sweets, so go and pick what you want.”   I picked a milky way, three pence, four blackjacks for a penny, four fruit salad for a penny, a bazooka gum, two pence, and bubble gums, a penny each to round it up to ten pence.  
[bookmark: _Hlk108692237]I walked down the back lane from the post-office.  It was easier to cross further down the road as the traffic was quite busy then.  Big lorries would bring the hay, animal feeds and groceries down from the A40 Hay-on-Wye and Abergavenny from London.  The M4 was not fully constructed then.  I crossed the road and walked down to the park to see who was playing and to eat or swap my sweets.  There were swings and a sand pit, a round-about, a bigger one that went back and forth, and a slide.  There was a little woodland of Christmas and other trees, and a field next to it.  We had made a gap in the hedge to play in the field. 
Old John Felindre didn’t mind us playing on his land once he’d done his hay.  We would all give him a hand to stack the hay and bring it into the shed. 
Andrew was my best mate and had been since we were very young.  We did lots of things together, from building tree huts to chasing girls.  One day, we had to take something to his grandfather.  That was on my way home as he lived opposite ‘The Lock and Key’.  The two old ladies were still chatting.  I think they were sisters.  Their husbands were out with their wire-haired fox terriers by their feet.  I think the old ladies had been watching the world go by, or just being plain nosy.  When we got to Andrew’s grandfather’s house, I found two shillings, a ten pence piece, on the pavement.  Sue and Liz lived next door to Andrew’s grandfather.  I crossed the road to ‘The Lock and Key’, between the three big oak trees.  I knocked on the stable door to the side of the pub.  An old lady looked down on me.  We weren’t allowed in the pubs then.  
“What’s wrong?”, she asked
“Nothing.  How much is a packet of crisps?”
“Two and a half pence.”
“Can I have four packets please?”
“Yes, but there’s only plain crisps.”
“Thank you, plain will do.”
I crossed back to the other side and shared the crisps with Sue, Andrew, and Liz.  We said goodbye and went home to watch ‘Coronation Street’.  Hilda Ogden had her curlers in, with mushy pea netting.  Ena Sharples had the same, just like those two sisters living on the street in Cwmann.  I laughed to myself.  Who needs ‘Coronation Street’?  I’ve got it all here.  I said goodnight to my mum and went to bed.



























Blocked Pipes

1976 was a tough summer. Water was scarce.  We all had wells.  The old cottages had no mains water, not like the houses in the village.  
It took us weeks to get our water back.  The well had filled up slowly as the heat had moved the old clay pipes. The water was running a new course.  It started to spew all over the land, turning the grass field into a marsh land.  We could see there was no free water anymore.  We dug holes looking for the pipe.  We managed to find it going half-way down the field.  We opened it up and waited for gravity to do its work.  Still nothing.  While we wondered what it could be, my uncle said he’d already cleaned the well out and limed it during the drought.  It just did not make any sense.  He went back to it with a piece of wood, two by one with a ten-inch nail hammered into it.  He started to poke the hole of the well and told me to go down to where we’d opened the pipe and shout if anything happened. 
There was a funny gurgling noise.  All of a sudden, the water began trickling a little bit, and then whoosh.  Gravity had pushed the frogs through.  Bits of frogs were flying everywhere!  Three more stops before the house where the pipes were located.  Again, the same problem: frogs had been pushed down with the pressure of the water.  We cleared the last but one, next to the house where we used to have a duck house or poultry shed.  The Muscovy duck was standing around, wondering what we were doing.  Then all at once, there was another whooshing roar, sending the ducks running, catching their treat for the night.  We even had frogs coming out of the taps.  
We did not drink water for a while. The frogs had found their way during the drought.  










[bookmark: _Hlk81915991]The Silence of the Lambs
 
My hands were like icicles, my fingernails tingling. You had to stand up on your own two feet.  The older you were, the harder it was.  We lambed them out and brought them in once they’d lambed.  In to dry for a day or two if the weather was bad, to get strong.  Not too bad, as long as they could get the sun on their backs.  If it was too wet and cold, and the lambs were weak, we would put them into the old Rayburn to warm up.  You had to watch out with this as their mother might not take them back, especially if she had twins.  Then you would end up with more work feeding pet lambs before you went to school, and again, when you came back from school, while mum gets your supper done.  
Sheep are funny creatures; they don’t like to lamb when it’s nice and sunny. The stress of the wet and the cold brings them on for birth, and then you’ve got to try and grab the ewe when you can see the lamb hanging out.  You catch her and try and pull the lamb out.     
Hoping all is right, as it’s been a long night of surprises, time to leave this mother to lick the baby.  Yes, it’s alive.  I bring her in later and there’s another ewe in the opposite corner that I take in first before coming back for the others.  This was farming life then.  It’s better now; the ewes are all inside, and you know who’s going to lamb first as they’ve all been scanned.  The farmers nowadays have got cameras watching their sheep, and milk machines to feed all the pet lambs.
Our neighbour, old John, has been gone now for a long time.  A clever man, an old-fashioned farmer.  He would never give in.  He owned a lot of land, old John.  He used to pick me and my brother up some days to come and move his sheep from the mountain land down to the meadows for a few months a year, to get them ready to worm or shear or both. They lambed on the lowlands and then went up to the hills in spring so he could rest the meadows and get his harvest done.  He’d bring the sheep and lambs back down to let the mountain land rest before sending the weened ewes back up.  The grass was short, and the fields were burning in some places.  Harvest was worrying everybody, but what could we do?  
After that drought, things got a bit better.  The land had a good wash of rain.  Thunderstorms turned the roads into rivers as the drains were blocked.  It got healthier and the round baler was invented, and it came around here quite quickly - the harvest was saved that year. The knacker’s yard had a quiet year.  Who wants to die on a nice day anyway? 
The blue bottle flies were fighting for themselves; the eggs were hatching on top of each other. 
The lambs came one by one as they always did, so I bought a few ewes and lambs up from the bottom field and put them in the back field where there was a shed.  There they could feed.  I’d carry bales there twice a day but kept finding the odd one or two dead lambs.  Only head, skins and feet were left.  We didn’t know what had done it.  We lost ten more lambs, just skin and feet left.  We didn’t know if it was dogs or foxes or a stray badger.  Old John said he’d never seen anything like it before.  It was a mystery of sorts.  
A few years went by, and it happened again. Lambs gone once more.  I walked around with the gun just to see if I could work it out.  No tracks on the floor    what was this thing - it just disappeared into thin air.   I looked everywhere around the hedgerows.  I saw crows and ravens in the trees, but they were far away, about two fields further.  They usually just ate the dead.  
[bookmark: _Hlk82706326]One day I could see a sheep in difficulty. I ran down and caught her. I helped her by pulling the lamb that was stuck.  It was a good sized lamb, and the ewe was doing her job by licking it clean and helping it to get up to have its first feed.  I knew she had another lamb inside, but I had to fetch a fallen cow.  When I came back, I went to see what the ewe was doing, to see if she’d had the other one. The birds were tearing the poor lamb apart.  I ran back to get my gun, but by the time I got back they had killed it, torn it to bits.  I managed to shoot two of the black hooded beasts. You can’t do that now.  They are a protected breed.  I didn’t know how evil a bird they are.












A Tale of Two Very Naughty Steers

It all started when we had six cows.  Before that, they were heifers, all brought up on the farm and running with the next-door farm’s bull that kept on jumping over the hedge to ours.  He had done the mating call, so now we had in-calf heifers, and, just like humans, they have a nine-month pregnancy.  They grew and their bellies got bigger.  The worst thing we did was give them names.  One was called Big Cow, just like Big Bird on Sesame Street.  She was a Friesian or Holstein.  Then there was Josie.  Her name came from Napoleon’s wife Josephine, and she was a Welsh Black.  Daisy was a Jersey.  She would end up being the easiest one to milk. Our Red Hereford, well, she was called Annie, from the Rovers Return.  A Guernsey we just called Bet, and a black and white Hereford was called Betty, also from Coronation Street.  
Calves can only drink so much, so you’ve got to strip the milk from the cows to stop them having mastitis.  Not all of them were the same, some had bigger udders.  We had to either wait for the next calf market in Lampeter town, or ask our neighbours, John Felindre or Ken Coedmor, to see if they had spare calves.  They were milking farms and so they would keep the young heifer calves to restock the herd.  They would also use different bulls on different cows.  Like the best milker, John and Ken would put her to a Holstein with artificial insemination.  The heifers would be roaming with the bull, a Hereford bull then, but not now, farming has changed so much.  People want leaner meat, so the cattle are limousine Charolais and Simmental. But the old breeds are coming back slowly.  You can get a catalogue that shows the bull, and you can read up the statistics on meat, milk and easy calving.
The fun started with Daisy, Big Cow and Josie.  Cattle can go a little bit mad when you try to put another calf on them.  Josie was kicking, going bonkers; she was happy with her own calf.  Then we had another problem.  Big Cow had big teats, so it was a job to get the calf to suckle.  Poor little Daisy - what a good mother, she loved all calves.  Now it’s a bigger pain if the calves can’t suck themselves.  Then it’s hand and bucket or bottle feed.  That meant we had to milk the cows first, then feed the calves.  More work, especially with Josie as she kicks when you milk her – it takes two to milk her, one to hold her to stop her kicking and one to milk.   
They were autumn calvers, so they were in all winter.  We’d let the calves out and they’d go to their mums to feed.  Then we’d milk them and feed the other calves.  We’d clean the cowshed every other day.  We could not wait for spring.  We would feed the cattle with hay feed or stock potato which we’d put through the potato shredder.  This needed to be turned by hand.  You put the potato in with a shovel and turned it.  They also had sugar beet and rolled barley and it wasn’t long before the calves started to eat the hay.  Roll on to the day they can go out, all back in by night until April or May.  
I think the worst thing we could have done was to give the animals names from television soaps. Well, you can see the palaver and the storyline, and you would think, where did they get the ideas from?  They probably actually happened, as you couldn’t make it up!  Like these cattle and now the young steers, who are at that mysterious age.  A nuisance, going over fences. Their mother would call for them, but they couldn’t find their way back.  They’d gone across to Ken’s farm next door.  We had to walk them a mile round back on the road to the farm.  What a pain they were!  It felt like they knew what they were doing, having a laugh, sending the fools further.  Next time the cows went, we could not work it out, until it rained.  Then we could see what they were doing.  They were going across the river to the other side onto the higher bank by walking upriver and going under the fence and into Ken’s hayfield.  More cost - both of us had to fence each side of the river.  When you’ve only got so many fields, you start the cattle in your hay fields in the spring before you rest the fields for making hay.  They go to the other fields until you do your hay and then they get the fields back with a fresh bite.  You’ve got to watch with cattle - if the grass is too lush it can kill them.  It is what we call ‘staggers’, as it can give a cow magnesium deficiency making them stagger and die.  If they get ‘bloat’ that is when the gases from eating too much rich grass too quickly makes the animal blow up like a balloon and die that way. Good husbandry means you’ve got to have eyes at the back of your head, because cattle can be their own worst enemy.  Old grass won’t harm them.  Naughty calves won’t die, the fear is the mothers follow as she is more likely to be the one that dies.
They kept going into the hay fields, eating, and sleeping.  The problem is, what goes in, comes out and you don’t want cow pats in your hay or your silage as it can cause listeria or salmonella.  We had to put a stop to it.  In the end we had to re-fence the whole farm.  That year, we did not have a harvest.  We had to buy hay and silage in.  The cows had already gone to the bull.  With all that mischief the two naughty steers grew fast, and they had to go.  Their names were Smith and Jones, from western series Alias Smith and Jones. That’s what comes when you give them names, they haunt you with problems, sleeping in the middle of the road or sleeping outside your door.  Now they had learned how to open gates so we had to change the hangers one upside down, and this stopped them lifting the gates off.  God, these cattle were like gypsies, roaming all over the place.  My God, we thought that they were locked in.  Most mornings we would have a school car.  It passed the farm at seven twenty to half past seven.  Some mornings, depending which car and who was driving it.  I’d catch the early one, just to listen to Glen Campbell.  The driver had a car cassette player, the type with big tapes - they were big like video tapes, half of it used to stick out.  I sang in the car.  One particular morning, we were partly up the mountain hill, and we come across the cattle sleeping on the road, enjoying the rise of the heat of the morning sun.  At the same moment, Rhinestone Cowboy came on the cassette.  We stopped the car, and I walked them down the hill again.  They knew what they were doing!  How did they get out?  With all the gates done again, I went to wait for the car to pick me on the way back.  A mystery again!  When I came back from school, they were all in the field, chewing their cud, happy as Larry.  Next day I waited for the car again.  I had missed my song yesterday so wanted to hear it today.  Up the road we go again, and who’s there again?  Smith and Jones!  I walked them down to the field.  They knew where to go, like homing pigeons, they knew.  They were waiting by the gate same thing again, when I came back from school, sitting in the field chewing their cud.  I grabbed my single barrel shotgun, and got my dog, Judy, a black miniature poodle.  She only had to watch me going to the cupboard and she’d be jumping up and down, crying with joy.  I walked the boundaries of the fields.  I might have a shot at some vermin, and I had an odd shot at crows, but they were too far out of reach.  Judy was running around, looking, thinking I must have shot something.  That’s the thing with dogs, they think you’re a master shot every time.  I walked all around.  No way could they have got out unless someone opened the gate.  It felt like a Scooby-Doo crime to solve.  I didn’t catch the car next day.  I got up earlier.  All the animals were in a new field, and they hadn’t come out.  The following day, I could go back to enjoying my music again.  The cassette could only go forward, it had no rewind.  The driver had three tapes in her car.  We took it in turns choosing which one to listen to – it’s only fair.  
Three weeks went by, and there were no cattle on the road.  We moved them back to the bottom field.  A week went by, great stuff, still in.  Good!  My turn to listen to Glen Campbell’s Rhinestone Cowboy.  Just as it came, on the cattle appeared in the same spot on the fork in the road.  So, I got out of the car and missed my song again.  I just couldn’t win, I tell you!  Back into the same field that they could still escape from.  This one field was maddening and caused a lot of problems for all of us, but this morning was my turn again to listen to my music.  The cattle were in the same place up on the fork roads.  They’d messed up big this time.  They went into the field themselves and walked through the cow shed - the door was open.  They rubbed against the door and broke the string that kept it closed.  The shed had been cleaned ready for the next winter.  They were just about to walk out so we fixed that and now they were enclosed.  Oh, peace of mind at last!  What an episode that was!  They didn’t come out again.  My turn to choose the cassette.  I put the tape on.  I was feeling deprived of what I needed to boost me up.  Well, you wouldn’t believe it, the tape got chewed in the cassette player!  I didn’t go in the car again, only when it was wet.  After that I walked down and caught the bus instead.  Bloody cattle!  
[bookmark: _Hlk58344546]My parents decided to get rid of Smith and Jones, it was too much work for my mum, being a housewife, a mother, a secretary, a chef, a cook, a nurse, and she’d done her back in.  So, the two naughty steers were booked into Llandovery market.  We got them in the shed ready to be picked up in the morning two drovers, Ianto and Sam, old boys that worked for V King Thomas, Lloyd Jones auctioneers.  They arrived in the morning to load up, but Smith and Jones were not there!  They had already jumped the gates and gone back to their mums in the field.  Ianto and Sam could not wait as they had to be in the market at a certain time.  We told them to book the naughty steers in for the next market in two weeks’ time.  We could have sold them in Lampeter, but that was too close to home.  Ianto and Sam came back two weeks later.  Damn, it was too easy!  We loaded them up, closed the gates behind them, and waved goodbye.  Up the road that the steers knew so well.  We were having breakfast when the dogs came running in, as if they had just seen ghosts.  Smith and Jones were on the yard, trying to get back to their mothers.  The two drovers would now reach Llandovery with an empty truck!  Not many phones in those days, but the office did manage to phone my mum.  The two old drovers called on their way home to see if everything was alright and laughed.  Twice the two steers caught them out, “they won’t catch us next time!” laughed Ianto and Sam, “we will be ready for them - see you in two weeks’ time.”  That day came quickly.  We got them in a different shed this time with the help of John and Roy Felindre.  That’s how you talk about someone around here, you put a word or an occupation after their name, otherwise no one knew who you are talking about.  This is how it is in Wales.  We got them into the trailer, but we were cleverer than them this time.  We tied the gates where they could look over the trailer, and what did they do one last time?  They tried to jump over!  But this time they couldn’t, we’d outwitted them, and they left safe and sound in the end.  Their days of living on Talfedw farm was over.
V. King. Thomas. Lloyd. Jones auctioneers took over from old Major Daniel’s and partner Hefin auctioneers.   Old Major Daniels and Arnold Rees were scholars of their time.  Yes, in my era growing up things were weird.  My age of developing into a young man from a small boy was when everything was so big and hard.  Working men and women, farming people with hands like leather. There were women and men with hands like shovels.  They were short in size but made of working muscle.  Their machines were not as advanced as ours today.  Manpower was power.  The more children you had, the more land you could farm.  Daughters and sons worked as soon as they could walk, picking eggs.  Looking and learning, an Easter trail every day.   Listen to the cluck, then run to collect the egg before the magpie.  It became a battle of wits.  Who comes first gets the price, the egg.  Man, and beast feeds their family well with an egg.  It was one thing I had to learn, “run boy, run, beat that bird!”  The chicken does not like her eggs moved or taken, so you put a china egg in to where she lays.  As long as there is one egg, she’s happy.  She can’t count, same with chicks - as long she’s got one, she does not care.  She listens to the chick tweeting, and if it keeps tweeting, then there’s nothing wrong.  Same with all life – we’re not far from it ourselves.
Back to my new job as a drover.  Sounds good, doesn’t it?  No, just slave labour that came with manners and respect.  It didn’t matter if you were poor, or you were rich, there was a way of conduct, and one could not live without the other.  In those days we were in the same gravy boat, live and let live.  We were all equal and opportunities were out there.  You had to work for it to receive compliments and be recommended.  People looked for you to work, which meant you had money in your pocket.  I was only working for eight pounds a day, ten to twelve hours a day, that worked out at fifty to sixty pence an hour.  The good old days when beer was thirty-five to forty pence, and you got a few beers free if you did your job well.  














Old Paddy Lee

Old Paddy Lee, a tall old Irish man, went around different farms.  He was one of the farm hands – very appropriate because he had hands like shovels!  He had been going around the boundaries clearing the old hedges back to reclaim the land in the big field we called The Wain.  Don’t ask me why, but that’s what we called it.  I used to take sandwiches, a bottle of squash, flask of tea, and a piece of cake.  By God, Old Paddy Lee was as Irish as Irish could be.  He was a nice man who wouldn’t say boo to a ghost.  He used to kill the geese and turkeys for us and pluck them as well for quite a few years.  Well, this was the last year he came up to kill them.  It was a cold, yes, a very cold day.  Bitterly cold.  It’s a difficult job to pluck.  I would help and my brother as well.  We had a day off school - you could do it then.  Well, the heads were freezing as they were chopped off on the floor, that’s how cold it was.  We were nearly crying with no feeling in our hands.  Paddy didn’t feel the cold. He only knew one word and that was “work Shane, my boy.  I can’t live unless I work, my boy” and that bloody word haunted me all my life.  It was so strange listening to this wise old Irish man. He had suffered all his life, but the pain did not show.  He once said “I’m a happy man and what I got is on me.  Nothing, so I’ve got nothing.  The people in Wales and around here have been good to me, putting food in my belly, money in my pocket, and sometimes a roof over my head.  What more Shane, my boy, do I need?  I have no family except the likes of you, your brothers, and your mum.  She’s a good lady.  You should be proud of her, a wonderful cook, a hard-working woman.”  He came and went in my life when I was growing up.  Sometimes he would be working all summer and we would not see him again until Christmas.  That time of year when we should have been happy and joyful.  My mum’s best friend, Maureen, had been her bridesmaid long ago.  She would ask for a favour now and again.  She was a florist and would ask the boys to look out for holly trees with berries.  It had been hard to find any this year.  “I will give them some money in their pockets if they can get any with berries”.  At that time, the old saying would come out ‘no berries on the holly trees, we’re in for a hard winter’.  Well, for me it was an adventure of old, like Enid Blyton books.  Young men like me on a quest to find gold, the holly tree with berries.  As luck goes, I found one a mile up the road.  I broke a few bits off and took them down to Maureen and asked, “is this the kind of holly you want?” and she said “Yes”.  I asked her what it was for.  “To make wreaths for people to hang outside their doors, and to put on the graves of their loved ones that cannot be here”.  With that, I grabbed a ‘bilwg’, a type of axe.  It had a long blade with a hooked end, like a bird’s beak.  I chopped her a good branch, the size of a small tree, from the snow-covered holly.  It was bitterly cold and a hard two-hour walk to drag it back to the farm.  Glen, the workman, took it down on the lorry to Maureen.  She thanked me and gave me fiver.  That was a lot of money then.  She made a lot of wreaths out of that big branch.  Now I had warmed up the bilwg, it was time for Old Paddy Lee to chop the heads of the geese and turkeys.  One by one, he started.  “You hold its head then I’ll chop it off” he said with a smile on his face.  The snow was red with all the blood.  It was everywhere, over us and over him.  He would lick his fingers to pluck and get a hold on the feathers.  He’d pluck away as he enjoyed the job.  As he licked his fingers, the feathers would stick to his mouth.  It was so funny to see an old man talking with feathers all around his mouth.  He looked like a bird!  The abominable snowman!  My mother and grandmother would gut and dress the birds.  My grandmother, who we called Mama, would have a goose and a turkey which she took home as her payment, along with a gin and tonic to wash down the featherdown.  
Poor Paddy.  He grew too old in the end; his hip went with all the hard work moving around, putting money in his pocket to move on.  I had not seen him for years, then one day, on a chair outside, I saw him.   
“How are you Paddy Lee”.  
He looked a little bit blind.  “Who’s that?”, he asked.  
“Shane” I replied.  
“Shane, my God boy, come closer.  God boy, you’ve grown from that wee lad I used to know.”  
“How are things, Paddy”.  
“Well Shane, I tell you boy, I was nearly crippled with pain, but I carried on until they gave me a new hip boy.  Feck, I tell you, I was like a new man.  The doctor said I must take it easy”.  
“So, what happened then?” 
“Well boy, I didn’t listen to him.  I went back to work.  I am only seventy-three!  Too young to fecking stop!”  
“Oh” I said, “what happened then”.  
“I fecking wore down the new hip in one fecking year, so I must wait now - fecking doctor’s making me wait for a new one”.  
“Sorry Paddy, but I’ve got to go - the school bell will be ringing.”  
“You go on your way boy, nice to see you Shane my boy”, laughing to himself.  
I think that was the last time I saw him. Poor Old Paddy Lee.


























The Howling

I was walking down to the village to have a game of footy and a cigarette.  My mate said, “come and have food in the house” and I said, “let me tell my mum”.  So, I phoned her from the kiosk to say I would be late and not to worry.  I ate food, and then his grandmother, who was a gypsy, started to tell us a story.  She was known as Old Ma Janes.  It was about her when she was a child, a story about a foggy night.  She was walking home, and a stranger grabbed her hand saying, “not to worry child, I will guide you home”.  He was dressed in a dark cloak with a hood.   She said she could not see his face, but he talked with a deep gargley voice as he reassured her.  It was the worst fog that she could remember in her life.  She could not tell which direction to go home.  The stranger took her hand and promised her that he would not harm her.  He walked her home and when they were outside her house, he took down is hood.  She thanked him for being a gentleman and taking her home safely.  As she turned around his face looked like that of a goat.  She ran into the house.  When she looked back, he had gone.
Old Ma Janes believed she walked with the devil that foggy night.
A few months had passed by, and the nights were drawing in a bit.  My mate Andrew said, “come down, my mum and dad are out tonight, we can watch a bit of telly”.  Tales of the Unexpected was on, and the episode we watched was about witches and werewolves.  My mind started playing up.  When I left his house, I was shitting myself!   It was a full moon that night and I had to walk home.  Halfway up by a lamppost there was a bench to sit on.  I sat there and lit a cigarette with shaking hands.  Suddenly, the bulb in the lamppost light blew.  I was in total darkness except for the glow of the full moon.  A howling sound started.  I took a deep breath and I started to run.  Bloody hell!  The howling was getting closer and closer.  A cloud’s shadow took the moon out for a second or two.  I didn’t know I could run up that hill so fast.  My legs were in pain.  Thoughts were racing through my head.  The fog and the devil, and that programme I’d watched an hour ago.
Suddenly, the moon came back out.  I stopped and looked into the field.  There, sitting on the hill of the field, with her head thrown back facing the moon, was Suzi, a hound bitch we had.




The Thing

I remember once I went out shooting with Wyn.  Everyone called him Pokey because of his surname, Pocock.  He was big mates with my brothers, but they had gone rugby training that evening.  He wanted me to go with him for an hour.  My mum said yes, as it was better if there two of us when shooting.  She knew we could walk one each side of the hedge to cover any bolting rabbits that came out.  That night though, Pokey said,
“Let’s go home.”
“We’ve just come out.”
“Oh damn it!  I watched a film in Aber last night with Glenda!”
“So, what’s wrong?”
“Well, what a film!  We didn’t even stop in the woods on the way back!”
“That scary then?”
“Yes!  Fuck it, let’s go!”
A low flying plane passed by loudly.  “Come on, let’s go in the car”, he said.  Pokey had a mini.  I asked what the film was that they’d watched.  “The Thing.”  Well, me and my mate watched it with our girl-friend’s years after when we were eighteen. What a film!  None of us could eat our wimpy burgers, we felt too sick, and the girls just wanted to go home.  The girls cuddled up to us, it wasn’t us but the film!
I dropped everyone home and went back to the old farmhouse.  I had a job to sleep that night.  Older now, but the memories came back to me of the spooks in the next bedroom.  I could hear them now and again, still there but they are tame compared to what I saw that night.  The Thing movie went through me with a frightening speed.  I’ve seen a lot of horrors in real life.  I didn’t have to use much imagination to see how the special effects could have an impact on anyone walking by themselves.  I had started working down Carmarthen in the Old Factory Yard in Abergwili.  My old man was by himself, so he took Lyn on.  We knew him as Popeye as he smoked a pipe and had a peaked cap.  He stayed in the room above the kitchen, the room that we used to call the ghost room.  We had all slept there at one time or another.  You just got used to it.  The gurgling noises of the old Rayburn heating up or cooling down.  The immersion heater tank in the bedroom.   A month passed by.  Popeye liked doing errands for my father.  He would go down to the Ram Inn and walk back to the farmhouse when he’d had his fill.
We were busy in the yard in Abergwili.  My great- grandfather once owned it and my father’s uncle was still there.  It was part of the deal when we took it over to give him a roof over his head.  Years before it was an old shack.  They just built it up with bricks as it got too old and took the zinc sheets and wood away.  They kept the same roof.  Amazing to think that eight were born in that shack - my grandmother was one of them.
This one morning, God it was cold, I can tell you.  We had an old wood and coal stove.  The odd bones would go on to keep us warm.  My father’s uncle said the coldest he’d ever experienced was in ninety, sixty-three.  He said that the cows, horses, and any other animals they picked up were frozen.  He would bring them around the fire to defrost before they could be skinned.   He told us about one that had been dead for a month.  He put it by the fire and started to skin it.  As he opened the belly to pull the guts out, he could not believe it.  Twenty rats had made the cows belly their home.  They were eating their way out, just as they had eaten in!  What a story!  That went through me, like the rats.  I phoned my mum to see what was happening back home.  She said that Popeye had gone. 
“What do you mean?”
“Well, he came downstairs screaming and crying, saying he’d seen ghosts, and off he went!”
So, when I managed to finish work and come home, I saw Lyn Popeye. 
“What’s wrong boy?”
“I woke up with two ghosts looking down on me, laughing their heads off!   There was a man and a woman dressed in old clothes.”
“Well, they’ve never bothered us.  You must have done something to upset them!” 
“No”, he said “I am not coming back to that house again”.  
And those were his last words on the matter.





Insufficient Funds

I told my mother, “I’m going on the piss for two weeks.  I’m not working this year over Christmas.  You can tell the old man to fuck-off!”   
In the morning, I’d go and feed the hounds and clean them out.  My father had about forty of them.  I’d go with him in the lorry, and sometimes had to put my foot on the break as he’d winch the skin off.  The lorry had to be started to keep the battery full.  She was not the best of starters when she got cold.  Sometimes you’d be pulled back with the strain of the winch or he’d stop.  I was not allowed to turn around and see the horrors.  He would stop halfway through and drop the guts and pull them to the one side of the shed.  Some animals were tough and you’d under skin them or, as we say in the trade, mark it.  We skinned in a different way to the slaughterhouse. We skin to the bible, the Star of David.  That means you cut the neck, the two front legs and then the back legs and a bit of tail - that gives you the Star of David.  Same as the old donkeys.  My father or myself would shoot them if we had to put them out of their misery, or pick them up when they were dead, but we would not put the knife to them or skin them.  My father was very superstitious, as the donkey carries the mark Christ look closely you will see the cross on its back from the head down to it back and the front shoulders the cross of David. 
It was hard work.  Everything was done with your hands.  Nothing was easy.  The farmers thought you were making money out of them.  They didn’t mind us when we paid them salvage for the fallen carcass, or if we shot them.  Well, that was free.  But the government thought they didn’t need people like us anymore.  They brought in new rules and the cost went out of the roof.  We were paying one hundred and sixty pounds a ton to get rid of the animal waste, and the farmers didn’t want to pay us.  We were not subsidised.  We had no choice but to close the knacker’s yard in Abergwili.
I’d saved up for months to have a Christmas off.  I went to pull some money out for a Chinese takeaway.  The cash machine would only give me ten pounds.  I looked at it and it said there was plenty of money.  I drove back up to my mum and asked her had she been putting money into my account.  “Yes”, she said.  So, I went down to the bank and asked for a new card.  A week later it came.  I tried it and still could not get money out.  The worst thing was they were going to be closed over Christmas so I couldn’t see the bank manager until January.
I went to the cash machine again and it said ‘insufficient funds’.  I thought again it can’t be.  Then I noticed it said ‘overdrawn’ next to the sum that I thought was my available balance.  I had no money to buy Christmas presents and no money to enjoy myself.  That meant I had to fucking work for ten pounds a day during one of the wettest and coldest winters.  I even worked Christmas Day!  I was called out to pick up a cow that had dropped dead in the milking parlour.  I had to wait for Rees, the vet, to take a blood sample and test the cow for anthrax.  Then wait for an hour till he came back with the results.  They were negative.  The vet wanted a post-mortem, so he was going to come straight up to the knacker’s yard as he wanted to be there when I dropped the cow intestines.  I pulled the cow’s guts out, but they were normal.  I opened the cavity of the liver, the lungs, and the heart.  There it was!  A wire in the heart.  It had come from the tyres on the plastic sheeting on top of the silage.  
After Christmas, I went to see the bank manager.  I told him I’d been putting money into my account but somehow, I was overdrawn.  He looked and could not work it out.  If I went one pound over, they would charge fifty pounds.  He apologized for giving me a Christmas that I would not forget in a hurry.  I went to the cash machine next day.  It would not work and again I was overdrawn.  I went back to the bank manager to see what the problem was.  It took to April to work it out.  He discovered that the broker was taking everyone’s pension out of my account.  Mine and my brother’s!











Absolute Beginner

I learnt the knacker trade as a young boy.  The business was busy, but not busy enough to keep all of us in work.  It was one of those jobs.  You didn’t know if you’d have work from one day to another.  Death is unpredictable.  I could come back from school, and before I have a chance to pull my satchel off, be told “Go change your clothes and get up the yard, your father wants a hand to bag the meat”.  Or “Go hang the meat in the fridge and take the bags to the freezer”.  I had to make sure the air could go around the bags to freeze better, or my father would go off his head.  He had a temper worse than a grizzly bear.  There was worse to come when I went to the big school.  He’d be shouting, “Where is he - he should be home by now!”  But I had detention in school. All because of Welsh lessons.  They’d put me and Andrew in a higher Welsh class.  When we were in the little school, our Welsh teacher would put about four or five of us in the corner, in a little library section.  Then she’d teach the rest of the class Welsh.  I never learned to write Welsh.  Now I also had learning difficulties.  Because of this Welsh teacher, me and Andrew had extra lessons at dinner time to learn to read to try and come up to secondary standard.  Well, it was too late.  Detention was a weekly thing for us.  Then we had to walk two miles home as we’d missed the bus.  What the hell could we do?  We couldn’t spell or write.
As we got older, we knew we were not going to stay in school.  Andrew did stay and do his GCSEs.  I left before that to help on a game farm.  My father had been to a farm, Lluest Bach.  Here, he met a Polish man called Frank Leeson, and his wife Betty, an English lady.  They made all their own food and lived off the land.  My father took me up there one day to get some young chickens, Maran pullets.  Frank took us around to see his pheasants, ducks and partridges, and his ornamental ducks and geese.  It was amazing.  All these different types of birds and their colours.  It was like paradise.  I became hooked, and so I started helping out a day or two over summer.  My father or Glen would drop me off.  I started learning the trade.  
When I was sixteen, I got a motorbike.  A slow Red Honda fifty cc.  Then I was helping out five to six days a week over the summer.  We were building a new pen.  The shooting season was around the corner, September the first for ducks and partridge, October the first for the pheasants.  On Saturdays I was a keeper and beater with Frank.  It was cold, I didn’t like driving the bike at that time of year.  My job was to feed the wintering birds for the breeding season.  One summer, me and Frank built this eight-acre wintering pen, with two different types of wire.  It was easier than I thought to build.  Frank was a very clever man.  He had to be, he had been in the RAF, flying Lancaster bombers.  He could read the weather.  He would sometimes tell me to go and feed the poults, as they were still in the rearing shed and outside pens, and then go home.  I’d ask why, and he’d say, “It’s going to pee down all day”, and I said, “There’s no clouds in the sky”.  An hour or two later – rain!  As I was going home, soaking wet, he turned around and said, “It’s going to be like this all week, so come in next week and we’ll try again.”  
He was right every time.  Next week came and we got on with the fencing.  We put lines up and took out a bit of the hedges.  We put drains in, then we placed the posts.  We followed the line and nailed the planks to the posts.  Frank made a measuring stick so that every plank was the same size.  Next, we put up the wire line from the main post to the next main post and pulled it tight with a handheld winch until it sounded like a violin string.  You didn’t want that to break, or it could take your head straight off.  We nailed the tops of the planks with staple nails to hold the line wire in place.  He’d made a gadget that was a scaffold pole, welded to a pram.  This meant we could walk the six-and-a-half-foot wire at eight-foot height so we could tie it to the line wire.  
“Are we going to tie the two-and-a-half-foot wire to it?”  I asked Frank.
“Yes and no” he said.  
“What do you mean?” 
“We tie the wire onto the six-and-a-half-foot wire and splice it.”   Well, I had never heard that word before.
“You go home now, and I’ll see you in the morning.  I’ll make the tools ready for tomorrow.”  
The next day I went up about nine-ish.  Frank had made the tools.  You wrapped a thin wire around two spikes, that looked like a fishing net needle for fixing nets.  We spliced the two wires together and dropped the wire to the floor.  
“You’ve measured it wrong, you’ve got an overhang”
“Yes, it’s to stop the vermin coming in”
“What?”.  
“Let nature take its turn and the grass will grow through and hold it in place”.   
There were foxes, rabbits, polecats, stoats, and weasels.  Frank said “Well, you look at the size of the wire, it’s very small - nothing can come through that.  



























That Thing, the Cold

We had a well of water to wash the blood and shit away, and to keep the meat clean.  In the winter, you’d put your hands in ice to get the filth off your hands and to keep them warm as the animal you were skinning was colder than the water.  It was a blessing if the animal had just been shot as the heat of death on your hands kept them warm.  Death sometimes can be a good blessing.  It’s a different way of skinning as the animal is looser and more flexible.  Not like a cow that’s died.  It has gone cold and hard, stiff like pulling wallpaper off the wall.  The guts have gone hard, and the fat inside has congealed.
Sometimes the wetness and dung were frozen and it would take the edge of your knives.  Back to the sharpening stone to put the edge back on them, otherwise it would slow you down.  When you sweat it can make you cold right through your body.  It's very hard work.  The weight of the skin doubles when it’s wet.  You try to unfold it to put salt on to keep the skin fresh.  Sometimes, if it was too cold, there was no rush to salt it until the next day.  It was not going to go off anyway.  
You’d chuck the tripe into an old cast bath of ice-cold water to warm up your hands.  You worked to keep warm.  When you were totally wet to the bone you’d sweat from the inside out.  Don't stop or you’d get colder.  It was hard to walk then when the tips of your toes were frozen inside your wellies.  Cold.  No fun, no life.  Sometimes it was warmer in the fridge and the freezer.  Sleet fell on the place where the farmers would drop the dead off, next to the skip.  It was handy to skin them outside and chuck them into the skip.  Here the birds eyed up their next meal.  Like us, trying to live.
We had a pack of hounds that we fed skinned calves to in their outside kennel.  In the cold and snow, the blood shone brightly.  The dogs don't take long.  The calf’s carcass had nearly gone.  A head and the backbone are left.  I had to stand by the door of their kennel to stop them coming in with bones.  If not, they’d fight, and one dog would end up dead.  A pack will devour anything when they are hungry.  That’s why we never fed them sheep, to stop them having the taste.  Otherwise, they would kill them in the field.  They would not take on a big beast like a cow or a horse.  Those big animals would defend their young.  I was forever scared of that pack of hounds.  They would growl or start fighting.  I always had a plastic piece of pipe to scare them off.  Sometimes I had to run out of their kennel, as there was one dog who didn't care what dog he killed.  A vicious bastard.  He would look you in your eyes after you hit him.  He didn't care. Dog eat dog.






























Preached At

Preached at from the day I was born.  I was preached at all my life.  I did not need the Bible.  The old man gave to others like a good preacher.  Our poor mother had nothing.  No money. He took it all.  Just preached from morning to night that she wasn’t doing her job right.  “Get them kids up and make them work”.  Our lord father had breakfast in bed.  He would help the old to get along and put food in their mouths, like young chicks waiting for their worms.  He would do one better and give them steak to go home with.  We all had to wear hand me down clothes.  They lasted a long time for me, the youngest.  When the eldest brother had new clothes, they’d end up on my back as they grew fast.
Being preached at does not bother me anymore.  He has gone.  He can’t preach to any of us anymore. 


















Knackered: Mother

My great grandmother came out of good breeding stock.  An English lady that married an Irish man from Cork.  He had worked with her family in the knacker’s yard that her parents owned.  My great grandfather had roamed over from Ireland and dropped his first horse before he was twelve.  He worked in the slaughterhouses in London where the lame horses would come in at the end of their tether.  At night, my great grandfather would start to do his work, dropping the horses with a poll axe.  Every night, each slaughterman had six to ten horses to kill and skin.  Then saw them in half.  All of this done with hands made of bone like steel.  He got good at it and could do it all by ten o’clock so he could catch an hour in the pub.  He was fast - some of the other workers would not finish till twelve or one in the morning.  These days were like the lais, tales told before we were born.
They were brought up with stomachs of steel.  Well, that’s what you needed.  Who wants to do it?  Stinking blood and guts.   Our family’s knacker trade goes back three hundred years, families with different surnames.  My great grandfather had been to war, the first world war.  When he came back to London, the horses had gone.  A lot of them died.  Many of the men did not come back from the war, but my great grandfather did.  He went to work here and there and ended up on my great grandmother’s knacker’s yard.  Things happened.  He was Irish and not good enough for her family, so she left with him.  They found themselves in Wales, Abergwili in Carmarthen.  There he bought a yard and built an old shack.  No running water and no toilet except for a tin shed with a toilet roll tied with string with a bucket.  They called it the bucket and chuck it in the river, wash it for the next person to use.  Manners go a long way.  A gentleman or a lady keeps it clean.
Being a knackerman is a job like no other.  You had to be bred to be like a thoroughbred who would get up and go.  Put animals down and out of their misery.  It’s a very lonely job.  It can play with your mind.  You might not see anyone as they would have told you where to find the smaller animals.  You would see them if it was a cow or a horse as they would get salvage money.  Money talks to a hardened farmer.  If you could tell what was wrong with them, you could argue the case.  You know if it had mastitis or garget when the cow’s udder becomes inflamed.  You could tell.  If the vet was treating it, you had a better idea.  Like the vet you can’t tell really until the skin is off the carcass, but you would know if it had fog fever or staggers or bloat.  You could tell by what was coming out of its’ nose or its’ backside.  It took years to know.  From the day you could walk, the learning game started.
Well, my poor great grandmother ended up having eight kids in a one-bedroom shack.  Four girls and four boys.  The last one died about two to three years ago.  He was going on to be a hundred years old.  I bet he could have told me some tales, like his brother Dai.  They worked in the hard times.  Horse and cart until the lorries came.  It’s still hard work.  Winching animals up into and off the lorry with a hand winch.  It was only in the early seventies that the battery winches came out, connected to the lorry.  The battery made it much quicker to pull the skins off the carcass.  Sometimes we would use the lorry and put a chain around the animal’s neck and a wire or chain to pull the skin off.  I suppose we were like whalers, but we did it on land.
My great grandfather was a bit of a boy with the ladies in his lifetime.  Divorce was unheard of then.  I never saw him.  I only heard him be called old pa Goddard and she was ma Goddard.  I saw her once or twice.  She would give you money that she didn’t have.  Only pennies and two pences, tens and fives pences that she kept on the table for the drivers to phone back from the kiosk after picking up the dead for farmers.  She’d also give the pennies for luck to farmers who’d dropped off their calves and whatever else.  A lifetime of pain on her face.  A hardened woman that grew up with hard times of disgust.  She had it all, then lost it all.  And all for what?  Just dead fecking cows.  The youngest boy, Bill, looked after the yard when the three older boys were called up to World War II, to the navy and the army.  Poor bugger.  He had to do it all until the war was over.  The old man gave the yard to two brothers that argued all the time.  One brother went to another yard and poor Bill had nothing to show.  Old pa Goddard went to live with one of his daughters in Skewen where he died.  Old ma Goddard looked happy that he had gone.
Fear is a hell of a thing.  My mother knew that, having five children and a man - he could love her like no tomorrow and next day want to kill her and us.
She would take the telephone calls for the knacker’s yard.  That bloody phone.  Morning to night.  Some days it would ring and ring.  She’d also feed the workmen before they went on the road.  She’d write out their calls. They picked up all sorts of dead animals, from sheep to calves, lambs born dead, and put in their ICI bags, to foals and horses, all type of cattle and bulls.  Anything that had breathed. One lorry might go further afield while another would stay closer to home and pick up locally.  If one lorry was too full then sometimes, we’d meet on the roadside to swap lorries.  Whoever took the full lorry back to the yard could start to skin and bone the animals out, get the meat in the fridge to stop it decomposing.  We were like scrap men, like didicoys.  We would have roamed around from day to day, from yard to yard years and years ago to clean up the dead.  Dead animals were a commodity of sorts, used to make gun power, nitrates rendered and greaves.  It was hard work.  There are two types of skins.  One is a dead skin that has the blood is still in it.  This type is not as versatile as an animal that has been killed and bled out.  That type of skin is softer and more versatile.  That’s why you have soft suede, soft leather jackets and soft leather car seats.  When you have a stiff leather jacket, it’s been made with a dead skin.  Dead skin was used to make leather aprons and leather arm guards and gauntlets.  It’s a stiff skin.  Some could be dead for up to a week or more, depending what time of year it was.  In the summer you’d be fighting with flies.  The animals keep better in the cold.  Even though they are tanned the same way, they are not unlike.  A bull’s hide would be sliced to get more sheets of skin.  
Nothing ever goes to waste.  Except a life perhaps.




















Seasons of Change

It’s been a weary old year, doing my masters.  There’s been no one to speak to.  A lonely time with covid and distance learning.  The world has gone quiet.  I have just come out of the house to warm up - it’s hotter outside.  I see my mum’s old stick by the door.  I look at the mirror and I can see that I too am getting older.  The mirror never lies, I think to myself.  
I walked with time like the old oak tree.  It’s been there on the farm for hundreds of years, well before I was born.  It has branched out for all those years, just like life.  When I was a child growing up, I watched people, young and old.  Every season I grew older like the oak tree.  It can remember its leaves that have fallen to the ground.  History dies the same way; time does not stop for the old oak tree.  It’s the same for us.  There were footsteps of others before me.  That royal tree that started life, I can see it before me.  It took a hundred years to grow, and it will take it a hundred years to live, and then a hundred years to die.  I have already seen one forest born, planted at the same time as me, grown up in the same years with families in its times.  But the woods were cut down in its prime of life, mutilated to an unrecognisable horror.  Trashed to bits, walked over then replanted for a new growth, the new-born to grow a new forest.  
Just like me with my kids, a new me or a better tree?  That old oak tree is in the middle of the field we called The Wain.  It was the biggest field on the farm and had a steep slope.  The old oak tree had big boulders of stones around it like a king’s throne.  We would sit here as kids before we walked that punishing climb of that slope.  It felt so hard.  Our poor little legs. As I write this piece of my memoir, I look back and think.  Why did my parents call it The Wain?  Was it because it was like John Wayne, the film star, big and hard and bold?  Or was it a Welsh name?  Wayne in Welsh is Wyn, meaning dark, from the dunes, as if the Druids themselves had sat around that old oak tree.  Sat on the throne of boulders, casting their spells of old, conjuring magic.
As well as the old oak tree there was a crab apple tree.   It was warped and twisted, like a creature from the film The Thing, distorted and intertwined together for eternity.  Next to it was a very old elder tree, broken down with age to remind us that we are born to grow old.  Then a sycamore tree, towering over the both of them, standing tall.  It was a hundred feet above the old oak tree, looking down on its crown.  We used to shoot clays above its head. Good fun until you had to walk down to pick up the clays you missed, down that big slope and back again, while that sycamore watched your every move. 
The cowshed and the muck heap were next to The Wain.  The first port of call when we left the cows and calves out with the in-calf heifers in the spring.  I watched them walking slowly down The Wain where they liked to rest under the old oak tree on hot days, resting, chewing their cud.  They would come back up the hill and bellow when they wanted to come back in.  It was still too cold to leave them out all night.  If you did, they would only keep you awake all night crying out ‘let us back in’.  
Next to the cowshed was the pigsty.  We would rear two pigs - it was to cruel to have one.  Better to have two for company and to keep each other warm.  What a palaver when they lifted the pigsty gate off its hinges and got into The Wain.  What a mess they made.  They’d turfed up the field in patches.  We chased the pigs back up that slope, running back and forth.  The pigs thought it was a game.  It took all of us to get them back in.  The next day, they did it again, but this time when we got them back in we locked them inside the sty.  We turned one hinge upside down and concreted it in so they couldn’t lift the gate off.  My mum phoned the vet to come up to castrate them and put a ring in their snouts.  That kept them quiet for a while!  We fattened them up to baconer size and sold them.  We had brought some Welsh bacon back from a specialist farmer who was brought up understanding of old traditional salting, handed down from one to the other.  That trade is slowly coming to an end.  We went to pick the joints up as a barter system.  Part of the deal when the pigs were sold.    
We hung the Welsh back bacon and gammon leg on hooks above the kitchen table where my mother would slice it with a curved sider knife and put in the frying pan for my old man.  He loved it.  I didn’t care for it much, as Welsh bacon can be very salty.  However, have it with fried beans, potatoes, sausages, and fresh mushrooms picked from the neighbour’s field, and serve it with homemade bread and butter, with all that fat dripping it gave the breakfast that wonderful flavour.  What can I say?  Bon appetit! 
The nights started to draw in and the weather changed.  The autumn season came in hard this particular year for some reason.  The wet and cold arrived soon after the pigs had gone.  The pigsty was empty once more for a little while.  It had been cleaned out and disinfectant put down ready for the next piglets that will come along in the spring.  We were brought up in the old farming ways.  You could not kill a pig unless there was an R in the month, because flies lay their eggs.  That’s why they rub salt into the bone to stop them getting in.  Pigs can sweat in the summer and go stale, stagnant, putrid.  Not in these days, with modern freezers, cold rooms and refrigeration, times have moved on. 

[bookmark: _Hlk125543667]Well, that is my story.  I hope you have enjoyed a glimpse into some of my memories of growing up in a rural community in West Wales, as a boy, a farmer and a knackerman.  It was a hard life and lonely at times.  It was also one filled with moments of joy, happiness, sadness, and loved one’s been and gone.


 























Critical Reflection

While studying at university, my best friend, my father and three other family members passed away, and my mother became very ill.  This prompted me to reflect on different periods of my life, from childhood to the future me, being young, growing old, facing the past, and facing the future.  I decided to write stories from my life growing up in rural Wales, written in a roughly chronological way.  I have called my project Blood Lines referring to the blood of my family, and the blood spilled in the different kinds of work I have pursued during my lifetime.
This was my own history. I had lived it. But I still needed a structure and an approach.  I wanted my project to be confessional and autobiographical in nature. Brian Osborne describes in his book Writing Biography & Autobiography how real-life story telling has existed since people could speak.[footnoteRef:1] It is part of human nature to have an interest in others, the more colourful their story the better. In The Arvon Book of Life Writing: Writing Biography, Autobiography and Memoir, Sally Cline and Carole Angier explain that people read autobiographies, biographies and memoirs because they want to know about the real lives of others, not just their own.[footnoteRef:2]  I read Judith Barrington’s chapter Writing the Memoir.  She describes the difference between an autobiography and a memoir: “autobiography is a story of a life; memoir is a story from a life”.[footnoteRef:3]  She further qualifies a memoir as needing a “theme that will bind the work together”.[footnoteRef:4] So, I decided to write memoirs of my life from when I was young, to growing up in a tight-knit rural community in Wales, to then working as a young man in this community, making my theme my memories of growing up in a rural community.  I felt it would complete the project to end with a reflective piece looking back on my life as an older me.  [1:  Osborne, Brian D., Writing Biography & Autobiography, (A & C Black, London, 2004), p.4]  [2:  Cline, Sally, and Angier, Carole, The Arvon Book of Life Writing Writing Biography, Autobiography and Memoir, (Methuen Drama, London, 2010), Introduction online p.14]  [3:  Earnshaw, Steven, Handbook of Creative Writing, (Edinburgh University Press, 2007), p.109]  [4:  Earnshaw, Steven, Handbook of Creative Writing, (Edinburgh University Press, 2007), p.109] 

The prose I have written for this piece uses simpler, shorter sentences. This was a deliberate choice, to make it sound more authentic and hopefully appeal to more people.  My memoirs are from my childhood and young adult years, and so the shorter sentences and descriptive narrative also give the impression that a child is telling their story and allows the reader to enter the mind of a child protagonist, and later, a young adult protagonist.  For example, I describe an early experience in this way: “Old Teddy always had two or three spaniels. Cockers and springers, liver and white or black and white. They were well trained dogs. It was a privilege to watch him with his whistles and commands. How he would do it was amazing. One whistle and the dogs would cross the road and sit down on the other side, waiting for their master.”[footnoteRef:5]which shows a certain amount of innocence, the writing is light and care-free.  Whereas in the final piece Seasons of Change, the tone is deep, dark and reflective, almost scary, “I have already seen one forest born, planted at the same time as me, grown up in the same years with families in its times. But the woods were cut down in its prime of life, mutilated to an unrecognisable horror. Trashed to bits, walked over then replanted for a new growth, the new-born to grow a new forest.”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Douglas, M S, Blood Lines, 2023, p. 11]  [6:  Douglas, M S, Blood Lines, 2023, p. 39] 

“I enjoyed school as a young boy, learning to count with oranges and apples, trees, and cats and dogs.  Take one cat away from four.  It left you with three.”[footnoteRef:7]   [7:  Douglas, M S, Blood Lines, 2023, p. 9] 

This is similar in style to Hannah Hauxwell when she writes: “I recall young John Thwaites being sent down to our farm one Christmas with a big rosy, red apple that I can close my eyes and still see it now.  And when I went to play occasionally near to their house, Mrs Thwaites would bring out large, sweet biscuits for me.  She was good at baking.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Hauxwell, Hannah, with Cockcroft, Barry, Seasons of My Life, (Orion, 2012), p. 33] 

The first piece of work of my dissertation, ‘Stories of a Farmhouse’ is about being young kids in Lampeter in the 1970’s, and growing up in an old farmhouse called Talfedw, “When it was cold you knew it.  It stuck to you.  A nasty cold.  Your bed felt like it was damp – you’d wonder if you’d wet the bed.  The house was too hot in the summer and cold enough to freeze the taps inside the porch at the front of the house in the winter!”[footnoteRef:9]  This plainly shows my loathing of the building, one that I couldn’t wait to move from.  In contrast is the farmhouse of Hannah Hauxwell’s.  In her biography Daughter of the Dales she clearly loves her house, the house that her grandfather built and where she has lived all her life, but which she had to leave due to her health.  She explains that “to me, there’s nowhere like it and never will be.  This is my life – my world.”[footnoteRef:10].  A very nostalgic, emotional, loving description of her house, compared to my disdainful, hate-filled one.  By this, I am not disparaging Hauxwell’s sentimentality, it’s just that growing up in Talfedw was an unhappy experience, so any memories I have of the house are unpleasant. [9:  Douglas, M S, Blood Lines, 2023, p. 9]  [10:  Hauxwell, Hannah, with Cockcroft, Barry, The World of Hannah Hauxwell:  daughter of the Dales, (Random Century Group Ltd, London, 1990), p.7] 

James Rebanks, The Shepherd's Life: A Tale of the Lake District, tells of sheep farming in the Lake District that has been a tradition for generations. He even has his 6-year-old daughter helping with lambing, “determined to keep up with her elder sister, who lambed one two days ago and is crowing about it”.[footnoteRef:11]  In my story ‘The Silence of the Lambs’, I describe how “I knew she had another lamb inside, but I had to fetch a fallen cow.  When I came back, I went to see what the ewe was doing, to see if she’d had the other one.  The birds were tearing the poor lamb apart”.[footnoteRef:12]  The tone of this is one of pessimism and horror, almost disbelief.  In contrast to this morbid scene, Rebanks describes the joy, pride, optimism and innocence of his daughter pulling a lamb out, “She grabs a lamb toe in each fist and pulls” and once born she “slops it down in front of the mother….she stands over the lamb, which wriggles and shakes itself free of the afterbirth slime, her face a mixture of pride and awe”.[footnoteRef:13]  Hauxwell says little of the actual lambing process, and instead views it from a much more practical stance, and describes in a very business-like tone (or perhaps one of survival) how “lambing time is even more important because lambs are a cash crop and nobody ever had an abundance of that.”[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Rebanks, James, The Shepherd's Life: A Tale of the Lake District, (Generic, January 2016), p.233]  [12:  Douglas, M S, Blood Lines, 2023, p. 16]  [13:  Rebanks, James, The Shepherd's Life: A Tale of the Lake District, (Generic, January 2016), p.234]  [14:  Hauxwell, Hannah, with Cockcroft, Barry, Seasons of My Life, (Orion, 2012), p. 43] 

My target audience are those with an interest in an old-fashioned, traditional way of rural life.  Field Work by Bella Bathurst presents farming life from a variety of angles.  I was drawn to this book as I was particularly interested in the chapter called ‘Fallen Stock’.  In this chapter, Bathurst spends the day with Ian, a knackerman.  She explains that “he’s been driving this area for so long he knows every road, lane, track and shortcut within a hundred-mile radius” of his locality, while “behind the driver’s seat are the tools of Ian’s trade: a captive bolt gun, a set of blanks and a blue plastic pithing rod.”[footnoteRef:15] This is a description of a trade that I am very familiar with, and incidents from which I have included in this project.  However, Bathhurst is very much on the outside, looking in on an old trade with which she is unfamiliar.  She approaches her day with Ian with a fresh-faced innocence, “on a morning like this everything in these fields looks eternal, a day that has nothing to do with death”.[footnoteRef:16]  ‘Bloodlines’, however, is me telling the story of my life from the inside looking out, describing how life was, and far from innocent, “it was hard work.  Everything was done with your hands.  Nothing was easy”.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Bathurst, Bella, Field Work: What Land Does to People & What People Do to Land (Profile Books, April 2022), p.22]  [16:  Bathurst, Bella, Field Work: What Land Does to People & What People Do to Land (Profile Books, April 2022), p.23]  [17:  Douglas, M S, Blood Lines, 2023, p. 28] 

In John Lewis-Stempel’s Woodston: The Biography of An English Farm, he writes a biography of a farm, from the creation of earth to the forming of the farm boundaries. It contains autobiographical elements as Lewis-Stempel’s family have been connected to Woodston for generations. He provides interesting details of farming over time, going back to Neolithic times when farmers would “work with animals’ natural appetites”[footnoteRef:18] to clear scrub and fell trees. In much the same way, I am telling stories of the old ways of my trade, “our family’s knacker trade goes back three hundred years”[footnoteRef:19] and you started work from an early age “from the day you could walk the learning game started”.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  John Lewis-Stempel, Woodston: The Biography of An English Farm (Doubleday, July 2021), p26.]  [19:  Douglas, M S, Blood Lines, 2023, p.36]  [20:  Douglas, M S, Blood Lines, 2023, p.36] 

I feel that my dissertation conveys the strength of feeling I have for my upbringing, my family, and the rural ways around me. There were versions of this project which included poems, but this was part of my journey, and so I rewrote some of the poems into prose, extending and filling them out with details, such as ‘Mushy Peas’.  As a prose piece, the writing in my dissertation as a whole flows more smoothly, so the reader does not have to shift gear, as it were, from reading prose, to reading poetry, and then back to prose again, because as described in www.britannica.com “readers recognize poetry by its appearance on the page, and they respond to the convention whereby they recognize it by reading it aloud in a quite different tone of voice from that which they apply to prose (which, indeed, they scarcely read aloud at all)”.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  www.britannica.com/art/poetry/Poetry-and-prose , accessed 21/01/2023] 

I feel I have been able to offer the reader an insight into the world I grew up in.  I hope it is informative, entertaining, and thought provoking.
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