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            “Ill customs influence my very senses.”

            Sir George Etherege, 1635–1691

         
  
         Somewhere across the map of North Yorkshire there lies an invisible line which separates the north of that county from the south. People in counties Durham and Cleveland will accept a north North Yorkshireman as a northerner, but those unfortunates who live in the southern regions of North Yorkshire, in the soft warmth and built-up wilderness of cities like York and Ripon and boroughs like Scarborough and Harrogate, are considered southerners.
         
 
         In every northerner’s eyes, a southerner is suspect. There is something not quite right about them. If that southerner happens to qualify only because he lives in the southern part of North Yorkshire, then that makes no difference. Anyone unenlightened enough to live south of that unseen line is indeed a person to be pitied, more so if he happens to live in a town. Pity  is perhaps not the right word; tolerance  is not totally apt and neither is deplore.  A feeling of despair may not be absolutely accurate, nor is excruciation, agony, passion, or anxiety.
         
 
         If there is difficulty in finding a word suitable to describe that feeling, the north North Yorkshireman will come to the rescue by saying, “Ah can’t abide southerners.” Having said that, he knows what he means. He can’t abide them; there’s a lot that a Yorkshireman can’t abide, but, as a group, southerners are definitely the least abideable of anyone.
         
 
         The snag is that the all-important, but invisible line is very difficult to define or determine. No one is quite sure where it lies, least of all the self-appointed northerners.
         
 
         In my capacity as the village constable at Aidensfield, I lived somewhere on that line. I appreciated that fact when I was posted there; having been reared in  a  genuine  northern district, the moorlands of the North Riding of Yorkshire, I had been brought up in the knowledge that the area around Aidensfield was definitely “south”. Even though the outer limits of Aidensfield beat encompassed the southern edges of the North Yorkshire moors and lay well within the North Riding’s administrative area, the village was definitely “south” in the eyes of many.
         
 
         Once I moved into Aidensfield, however, I did not consider it “south”. In my view, it was north because the folks who lived there spoke the same language as my ancestors and adopted the same hard-headed attitude. In fact, the villagers considered themselves “north”; in their view, southerners lived at York or beyond and occupied those indeterminable areas of suburbia between there and London, which was a biggish town located at the bottom end of the Great North Road.
         
 
         Having been nurtured as a northerner, finding myself working in what they consider a southern district was disconcerting. Even so, I was confident that Aidensfield really was “north”. But who could decide the issue? There had to be some definitive method of settling the matter. Somewhere, somehow, there had to be a rule which clearly and permanently categorised North Yorkshiremen. Perhaps a road, a river or a parish boundary or two? By chance I stumbled upon the answer. It lay in the ancient custom of First Footing, a matter in which I, as the local constable, soon found myself deeply involved.
         
 
         First Footing of the genuine kind does not take place in the south. That is a golden rule. Worse still, in some southern areas the people attempt to copy the custom by doing it on Christmas Day! That is sheer impudence. First Footing is purely a northern custom and, because the villagers of Aidensfield and district take part in the custom, they must be northerners. In those days the people of York didn’t genuinely First Foot while those in the West Riding, at centres like Leeds and Bradford, certainly did not. Further away in the deep, deep south of Yorkshire, at Sheffield,  (which is halfway to London), the matter was not even considered. Down there, they thought First Footing was a building term. But Aidensfield did First Foot. That classified it as north and that made me happy. It meant I had not trespassed beyond the bounds of true northern credibility by emigrating into unknown southern regions and, even if my old colleagues continued to categorise Aidensfield as south, I knew it wasn’t. That the custom of First Footing occurred in Aidensfield assured me it was a northern village and for that I was eternally thankful. For a northerner to be mistaken for a southerner was akin to a Catholic being mistaken for a Holy Roller.
         
 
         First Footing is a very ancient and noble custom. It is practised with alacrity on New Year’s Eve and its misty origins matter very little to those who enjoy it in our modern society. Nonetheless, there are certain rules which must be obeyed.
         
 
         First and foremost, it is a New Year ceremony, the purpose of which is to bring good luck and prosperity to the household. The method of First Footing is very simple, albeit undertaken within the accepted but unwritten code of conduct.
         
 
         The term means “first into the house”. A First Foot is therefore the very first visitor to a house in the New Year. He must arrive as soon as possible after midnight on New Year’s morning and he must bring with him certain gifts which symbolise a lasting supply of food, warmth and prosperity. These items are fairly simple—there must be a piece of coal to symbolise heat and light, a coin to symbolise continuing wealth or perhaps a little salt in lieu, and a piece of bread to fulfil the food requirement. In Aidensfield and some other areas of North Yorkshire, a piece of holly must also be carried, this evergreen being an ancient symbol of everlasting life.
         
 
         In addition to the required gifts, the First Foot must also comply with certain personal rules. He must always be a man. Women must never perform this task, otherwise it brings bad luck, and the Sex Discrimination Act has not yet been amended to change this rule. In order to qualify, a man must never be flat-footed or cross-eyed, and his eyebrows must not meet across the nose. In addition, he should have dark hair. In the ideal situation, he should be a total stranger who chances to enter one’s house at the right time, but, as honest midnight visitors of this sex are rare and indeed open to close police interest, most northerners make do with someone they know, provided he is suitably qualified.
         
 
         To ensure that each household is visited at the necessary time, plans are made well in advance. The selected First Footer is approached and asked if he will execute this noblest of deeds for the everlasting benefit of the household in question. Invariably, he says he will be happy to oblige. Thus committed, he must equip himself with sufficient bread, money or salt, coal and holly, for each house upon his itinerary and he will be expected to kiss every lady encountered en  route.
         
 
         The selection of a suitable First Footer, or Lucky Bird as he is often known, is therefore a matter of some importance. Tall, dark men are in demand as careful plans are laid. As zero hour approaches, the doors are locked until the arrival of the First Foot. It would be disastrous if someone else entered to ruin the luck of the coming year.
         
 
         It ought to be said at this stage that there is another seasonal custom in the north. This also takes place over New Year’s Eve and well into the early hours of New Year’s Day, and it is known as Boozing Late. All the pubs and clubs work hard to cater for massive thirsts and seasonal celebrations and it is fair to say that a high proportion of the indigenous population inhabit these places as the Old Year changes into the New. Much singing and high-spirited jollification takes place and a great deal of last-minute First Footing is arranged at these celebratory gatherings.
         
 
         It follows, therefore, that the role of the country constable is somewhat unspecific over those midnight hours. The pubs make brave attempts to comply with the law by seeking permission from Their Worships to open late. This is seldom refused, if only because Their Worships also enjoy the occasion, and the customers play their part by never drinking away from their home village at New Year. Thus they are all “friends of the licensee” which means they drink later than normal and this also obviates the constable’s  worries about drunks navigating ungovernable vehicles about the place. Everyone walks, or tries to. Another feature of this arrangement is that, by walking, one can call at many houses en  route,  ostensibly to check that the First Foot has performed his annual ritual. If he hasn’t, entry is refused; if he has, everyone is welcome to take cheese and gingerbread, laced with ginger wine.
         
 
         On my very first New Year’s Eve at Aidensfield, therefore, I found myself on duty and having to perform half nights. It was a shift beginning at 6 pm on New Year’s Eve and ending at 2 am on New Year’s Day. This fact registered itself with horror on my mind, but as the newest newcomer to Ashfordly section it was my lot to be allocated this duty. It meant I would have to patrol my beat for eight miserable hours while everyone else was welcoming the New Year in the traditional northern manner.
         
 
         The pubs would be full of merry-making and the houses noisy with parties. The streets would be deserted, at least for the final throes of the Old Year. My role would be to enforce the law that night, to patrol my wide-ranging beat on a cold, noisy motor-cycle and to return home in the early hours of New Year’s Day frozen to the core and reeling at the absence of pure enjoyment. It threatened to be a miserable time.
         
 
         But the general public had other ideas. Because I was almost six feet tall with dark hair and eyebrows that did not meet in the middle, plus the fact that I was, in truth, a stranger to the district and a person of the male sex to boot, I was deemed eminently suited for the role of a First Footer. Little did I realise, as I embarked on my evening patrol shortly after six o’clock, that my New Year’s Eve would be both memorable and enjoyable.
         
 
         As I began that final Old Year tour of duty, I made a mental note to First Foot at my own house on New Year’s Day. I would be my own First Footer at two o’clock that morning. If all else failed, I would achieve that honour. But as I chugged into Aidensfield, parked my motor-cycle and embarked upon a foot patrol to the pillar-box a lady hailed me.
         
 
         She was middle-aged with greying hair and wore a flowered apron about her ample body. It transpired she had spotted me marching past her tiny cottage and had rushed to the door to call me. In the blackness of that early evening, I must have looked horrifying in my crash-helmet, goggles and motor-cycle gear, but it did not frustrate this determined woman.
         
 
         “Mr Rhea, Mr Rhea,” she called. “Have you a moment?”
 
         I halted, turned and beamed at her from beneath my heavy clothing.
         
 
         “Hello, Mrs Mitchell.”
 
         “I’m glad I caught you.” She was panting slightly. “I wonder if I might ask you a favour?”
         
 
         “Go ahead,” I invited, wondering what lay in store.
 
         “Tonight,” she smiled. “It’s New Year’s Eve and I haven’t a First Footer.”
         
 
         “Do you want me to find one?” I asked, innocently.
 
         “Well, no, not exactly.” She didn’t lose her smile. “I thought you might do it for me.”
         
 
         “Oh.” I must have sounded surprised, then realised I was being paid a compliment. “Well, yes, I will. I’m sure I can manage that.”
         
 
         “At midnight,” she told me. “You must come at midnight, or as soon as you can afterwards.”
         
 
         “Let me see.” I made a mental calculation of the conference points I had to make. I had one at eleven-thirty at Elsinby and my next was twelve-fifteen at Aidensfield.
         
 
         “Yes, I can be there,” I offered. “I’ll do your First Footing.”
         
 
         “You’ll need a piece of coal, some holly, money and bread,” she said seriously. “I’ll get them for you.”
         
 
         And with no more ado Mrs Mitchell returned to her home and moments later reappeared with the necessary items. I opened one of the panniers on the motor-cycle and popped in the coal and holly. I slid the £.s.d. penny and slice of bread into my overcoat pocket.
         
 
         “Midnight,” she said, “not before.”
 
         “I’ll be there,” I assured her.
 
         Having settled that little issue, I completed my journey to the pillar-box, popped in a birthday card I had to post and began the return trip to my motor-cycle. As I did so, I reflected briefly on the honour she had bestowed upon me. I felt this request had come to me because of my comparatively recent arrival in the village, but at the same time it showed that I was accepted. It proved I was allowed into the homes of the people otherwise than in the course of my duty. I was part of the life of the community. That’s how I interpreted this request and it pleased me.
         
 
         Within the next three hours, I was approached by seven further villagers, all wanting me to be their First Footer. I was given lumps of coal which filled one pannier while sprigs of holly were pushed unceremoniously into the other. I had a coat pocket full of sliced bread wrapped in greaseproof paper and lots of coins jangling about my uniform. The situation had now arrived whereby I had to make notes about the precise timing of my First Footing activities.
         
 
         Mrs Mitchell could be accommodated just after midnight, for I would then have returned from Elsinby in readiness for my twelve-fifteen point at Aidensfield telephone kiosk. This was no problem. I had also to remember that Sergeant Blaketon was on duty tonight and he was quite likely to pay me a call, so I didn’t dare miss any of my rendezvous points. So it was to be Mrs Mitchell at midnight, Stan Williams at ten past, my point at quarter past, Mr and Mrs Collins at twenty-five past, Mrs Collins’s mother next door at half-past, the elderly Misses Bush and Rowe at quarter to one, Alan and Sue Bentley at one o’clock and the Leech family at quarter past one. I would make my one-thirty point at Thackerston and that would get me home at two o’clock, there to perform my final and most important First Foot duty. My night of threatened misery had taken a turn for the better and time would fly.
         
 
         It seemed a reasonable night’s work. From eight o’clock until nine, therefore, I patrolled the beat with holly sticking from one pannier and a fair tonnage of coal in the other, ending my first half of the tour at home for supper. I tucked into a warm pie before the fire and laughed with Mary as I explained my forthcoming “duties”. The children were tucked snugly in bed and Mary said she would go upstairs when I left home at quarter to ten.
         
 
         It would be a lonely New Year for her, but with the children so tiny it was impossible to go out and baby-sitters were difficult to acquire on such an evening. Stoically, Mary accepted her domesticity and I kissed her farewell as I began the second and most arduous part of my tour of duty.
         
 
         As there had been no sign of Sergeant Blaketon and no other official calls upon my time, I decided to pay an early visit to all the pubs on my patch. Sight of the uniform would remind the revellers of the presence of the law and that alone should cause most of the merry-makers to enjoy themselves within reasonable limits and to refrain from punch-ups and wild drunkenness.
         
 
         I discovered that at every pub there was a party. As each had been granted an extension of hours, every bar, lounge, hall and passage was full to overflowing, with many of the landlords putting free food at the disposal of the customers. In addition, there was a stock of streamers, balloons, funny hats and kissable young ladies; even at this early hour, a good time was assured.
         
 
         Cars and motor-cycles were noticeably absent; I was pleased to note the basic common sense of the merry-makers and mentally praised them for leaving such liabilities at home. In every case, the pub atmosphere was superb. Every building radiated happiness and bonhomie  as its inmates worked towards the explosive climax that was 12 midnight. That would be the signal for everyone to kiss everyone else, for the champagne to flow, for First Footers to roam the streets and for all kinds of resolutions to be made. It would be a time of joy and fun.
         
 
         Outside those doors, it was a different world. The bucolic lanes were silent. No one moved between these isolated centres of population. Everyone was at home, waiting for midnight. There was no moon and the countryside lay dormant with just a hint of frost. The only moving thing was my motor-cycle with me astride it. I began to ponder upon the value of this presence. Eleven o’clock came and went without incident. Other than the controlled revelry in the pubs, the countryside was at its most peaceful and serene. Houses with lights at the windows dotted the remote parts showing there was life beyond the pubs and, for five minutes, I sat astride the machine at the top of Aidensfield Bank and looked across the landscape spread below me. I felt no part of tonight’s excitement. I felt as if I was a total outsider. I thought about the excitements, the friendships, the fellowship, the happiness and even the unsung misery being played out in the villages down there. From my hilltop vantage-point, I could see nothing but a carpet of darkness dotted here and there with pinpricks of light. Those lights however, represented happiness, distant lights with friendship behind them. And I was alone on my hilltop.
         
 
         It’s a miserable job being a policeman on such occasions. I knew I could not join the people in their merry-making because my uniform would immediately freeze any atmosphere of pleasure. I had to patrol alone. And so I did. I kicked the bike into life and moved off.
         
 
         Occasionally I parked and walked the streets of peaceful villages in order to increase the circulation of my blood. It kept my fingers and toes warm and I made my allotted points at selected telephone kiosks. Surprisingly, the time passed quickly. It would soon be New Year.
         
 
         After my eleven-thirty point at Elsinby, I paid a quick visit to the Hopbind Inn. I caught George’s eye and waved at him across a sea of pink faces and hovering glasses. He beckoned me to the counter in the passage, leaned across and said in true landlord’s style:
         
 
         “Have one with us, Mr Rhea?”
 
         I pondered. I did not normally drink on duty, but on this occasion he recognised my hesitancy and pressed home his advantage.
         
 
         “Just a quickie. Small whisky? To see the New Year in?”
 
         I looked at my watch. There was twenty minutes before Mrs Mitchell and my First Footing obligation. There was no sergeant about. I was cold and lonely …
         
 
         “Aye, all right, George. For Auld Lang Syne.”
 
         He invited me into the packed bar but I tactfully declined, and he drew me a measure of finest malt whisky. In the passage, I raised the glass, toasted him and his customers and wished them all the happiness of the New Year, now only eighteen minutes away.
         
 
         “Thanks, George,” I returned the glass. “I appreciate that. Now I must dash—I’m First Footing at midnight.”
         
 
         “All in the course of duty!” he laughed and returned to his generous hosting.
         
 
         The whisky had warmed me nicely and I felt the beginnings of a glow of happiness as I guided my little machine through the dark, deserted lanes. As I glided into Aidensfield, I could hear singing in the pub. All its lights were aglow as I parked the machine against the wall of the village hall. Like everyone else, I was in my home village for New Year. I checked my watch. It was two minutes to twelve. I waited. I knew I must not enter Mrs Mitchell’s house before midnight, as that would bring bad luck. It was a long wait.
         
 
         Finally, the church clock began to chime. Its long, measured tones brought the anxiously awaited news and the pub erupted into a cacophonous din. Trumpets blew, bagpipes wailed, voices were raised in song and a badly-tuned piano began to pick out the notes of Auld Lang Syne. Inside, it must have sounded heavenly. Outside, the racket was appalling. I waited and listened, feeling very very miserable and very very lonely. Then the door burst open and two men rushed out, each wearing a paper hat and carrying a balloon. At exactly the same time, both noticed me. I was about to move towards Mrs Mitchell’s house but was too late.
         
 
         “It’s t’bobby!” I heard one of them splutter in slurred language and with some effort. “He’ll do it … You ask him …”
         
 
         “Yessh, … good idea, John … very, very good idea … you asshk him.”
         
 
         Brave with drink, the two men came towards me, both evidently about to ask me something serious.
         
 
         “Misshter Conshtable,” said one of them. “Your presshensh issh required insshide, immediately if not sshooner,” and he giggled at his little joke. “Now, immediately,” and he saluted.
         
 
         “Trouble?” I asked.
 
         “No trouble, offissher, just Firsht Footing. There’ssh no one who can Firssht Foot, you sshee, because they’re all in there now. It mussht be a stranger.”
         
 
         “All right, all right,” I said.
         
 
         “Great, great,” and in they ran. I broke a little piece of holly from the adequate supply in my pannier, broke a piece of coal to gain the necessary lump, tore off a corner of bread and found a penny of my own.
         
 
         Thus armed, I sallied into the smoky, alcoholic and happy atmosphere of the Brewers Arms. A huge shout of welcome erupted as my uniform materialised through the haze and I was manhandled through the crowd, being kissed by countless women until I reached the fireplace. There I knew I must deposit the coal, bread, money and holly. Surprisingly, the entire place fell silent. There was not a word as I made an exaggerated action to perform the necessary First Footing act and straightened up to find a huge glass of whisky before me. To have refused would have been churlish.
         
 
         Cheers erupted about my ears as I brought guaranteed good luck to the Brewers Arms for the coming year and I raised my glass to wish happiness to everyone. The job over, the singing resumed, the kissing continued and the music commenced to the accompaniment of much back-slapping and hand-shaking as I quickly consumed the fiery contents of the glass.
         
 
         Refusing another whisky on the grounds that I had an urgent appointment, I left the pub to make my way towards Mrs Mitchell’s little house. It was now ten past twelve. I was ten minutes late and I found that my head was noticeably light and my walking action somewhat erratic. I had drunk the whisky far too quickly and the cool night air was causing me to amble from side to side. Nevertheless, I collected the necessary goods from my panniers and reached the cottage.
         
 
         I knocked.
 
         “Come in,” she called from inside.
 
         “It’s P.C. Rhea,” I opened the door and announced myself in case she thought it was a burglar.
         
 
         Holding the coal, holly and slice of bread before me, I walked into her cosy living-room and swayed ever so slightly across the rug. Carefully, I placed one hand on the mantelshelf to steady myself and even more carefully placed the coal, holly and bread in the hearth, followed by the coin. My head was swimming slightly, but I was able to stand upright and wish her “Happy New Year”.
         
 
         “And a Happy New Year to you, Mr Rhea,” she beamed. I had done well. The silence before this exchange was part of the ritual. It has been deemed that as the First Foot enters with his traditional gifts everyone must remain silent until he has deposited them in the hearth. Only then can the silence be broken.
         
 
         “I have your drink ready,” and she passed a glass of sherry to me.
         
 
         I hadn’t bargained for this. When accepting all these commitments, I thought my duties were merely to enter with the gifts and break in the New Year, but at every house I was expected to join the compulsory toast. I didn’t dare refuse in case my lack of courtesy brought bad luck to everyone.
         
 
         I gulped Mrs Mitchell’s sherry because my point time was due and, after making something approximating an apology to her for my hurry, I rushed out to stand swaying near the telephone kiosk. My face was warm now and my entire body was responding to the liquor. Inside that hot motor-cycle gear I was sweating profusely and decided that New Year duty wasn’t too bad after all, even on half nights. No one rang me. Sergeant Blaketon did not make an appearance to wish me a Happy New Year and so I was left with the honourable duty of fulfilling all my other First Footing appointments.
         
 
         At this stage, it was difficult to remember anything after Mrs Mitchell’s sherry. I know that I did call upon all my other customers and a good many more besides. People kept pushing lumps of coal, sprigs of holly and slices of bread into my hands and I must have visited almost every house in Aidensfield, plonking coal, bread and holly into their hearths and downing indescribable concoctions as I offered slurred toasts to all and sundry. It must have been a happy time.
         
 
         Instinctively, I knew I was in no fit state to ride the motor-cycle back to my house and somehow, during the festivities, it got forgotten. The passage of time was also forgotten. I had no idea what the time was and became aware only of other demands for me to First Foot. It seemed that the entire population of the Brewers Arms took me into their homes to bring them luck.
         
 
         After it all, I made my slow, laborious and hiccuping way back up the hill to the police house. I managed to fit my key into the lock and staggered inside, sweating and panting. I wiped my brow and my feet but recalled sufficient about my responsibilities to go into the living-room and place the coal, bread, coin and holly in the hearth. I must have remembered to bring these from my panniers, but as I stooped and swayed above my own fireside I noticed my hearth already contained those objects.
         
 
         They weren’t mine. Someone else had been. I had been surreptitiously First Footed! My gifts were still in my hands, all black with coal-dust and cold after the night’s excesses. I stood for some minutes, wobbling before the sight in the hearth. Some unknown person had First Footed in my  house. While I had been diligently patrolling, solving major crimes and protecting the public, someone had crept into my home and First Footed. Who? How? It was all too complicated for my fuddled brain and I simply placed my gifts beside the others, turned and struggled upstairs.
         
 
         Memories of that awful ascent are hazy to say the least, the stairs presenting an almost insurmountable obstacle to my progress. I can recollect opening the bedroom door as quietly as possible before tripping over a chair and crashing unceremoniously onto the bed. Mary said something about it being a Happy New Year and I fell asleep, fully clothed, on top of the coverlet.
         
 
         Next morning I was in severe trouble. My coal-black hands and motor-cycle clothing had smeared the bed-clothes, the staircase, the walls and the living-room, to say nothing of the bathroom which had received me on occasions during those night hours. It looked as if a sweep had rampaged through the house. To make things worse, Sergeant Blaketon had come to the house at 2 am, expecting to find me booking off duty. On failing to find me, and thinking I had dodged in home early, he’d knocked on the door and had roused Mary and the children. He had then tried to overcome his error performing our First Footing, pinching my coal and breaking a twig off the holly-bush near the gate. From evidence thus acquired, it seems I had returned to base around 4 am, but I can’t remember much about it.
         
 
         On the credit side, my efforts did bring luck to the villagers. Later that year, Aidensfield Parish Council presented them with a street lamp.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         If my start to the year did not please Mary and the sergeant, it did please the village. From being a comparative stranger, I was now accepted as a villager, albeit with further reservations. I knew that I was regarded as a local person. My efforts at First Footing had ensured that, but I still had to prove myself as a policeman in the old-fashioned sense of the word. There’s a big difference between a “person” and a “policeman” and my next task was to firmly establish myself in my official capacity.
         
 
         This is more difficult than it seems. For one thing, it is never easy for a policeman to prove himself in the eyes of other policemen. To achieve that rare distinction, he must have an infinite capacity for arresting villains, drinking copious quantities of ale, dealing with “hard” men and sorting out problems of every kind. Proving oneself as a policeman in the eyes of the public  is a totally different matter.
         
 
         Members of the public view policemen in a particular light. They view them firstly as people and secondly as law-enforcement officers. I was sure that my status in the village as a person had been deemed satisfactory—my first few months had helped establish me in that sense, with my wife and young children helping enormously to make vital contacts. I had sealed that side of the business with my First Footing. But how could I prove myself a truly capable rural bobby in the eyes of the great British public? I required an important event, a big issue or emergency of some kind.
         
 
         I waited for a suitable opportunity. It might be a crime to solve or a major incident to cope with. There might be a tough villain to conquer or a rescue operation of some kind. As the weeks went by, nothing happened. No crimes were committed, no villains fought me and no damsels required my rescue expertise.
         
 
         As I patrolled my beautiful beat, alternating between the motor-cycle and my own size nines, I remained vigilant as I anticipated the right opportunity. It almost became an obsession. I knew I had to show that I could be a policeman, as well as a person. But how? Nothing dramatic seemed to happen. No one got murdered or raped, no one had his house broken into or his car stolen, no one got lost on the moors or attacked in the street. Life was so unpleasantly peaceful. The sergeant grumbled because I didn’t submit offence reports and the inspector nattered because I had recorded no arrests.
         
 
         It was during one of my low spells, when I wanted drama to enter my mundane life, that I sensed a dramatic occurrence. I noticed a farmer, clad in carpet-slippers and corduroys, galloping along Aidensfield village street at six o’clock one morning. I was forlornly standing outside the telephone kiosk making a point, having been on an abortive motor-cycle patrol since 4.30 am, and wishing something would happen. This could be it! Trouble of some kind!
         
 
         I watched his approach. He wove from side to side with his head down, his flat cap perched on the front of his head and his feet twinkling across the road surface as he panted towards me. Knowing I could help, whatever it was, I stepped forward and said, “Hello, Mr Stanhope, nice morning.”
         
 
         He slowed momentarily in his tracks, looked at me and said, “Aye,” then darted into the kiosk.
         
 
         Feeling snubbed, I stood at a discreet distance as he began his urgent telephoning. Several of the glass windows of the kiosk were broken and I could not help overhearing his words. It didn’t take long for me to appreciate he was having trouble with the telephone. I could hear him shouting uselessly into the mouthpiece and it was evident there was a total lack of response. After two minutes of futile efforts, he emerged and addressed me.
         
 
         “Mr Rhea, can thoo work this contraption?”
 
         “I can, Mr Stanhope. What’s the matter?”
         
 
         “Ah’ve a cow aboot ti cawf and ah need a vetinary. Ah’ve nivver used yan o’ these new-fangled telephoning contraptions. Ah’ll etti git him there sharp, she’s very nigh due.”
         
 
         “Well,” I said. “It’s quite simple. You call the operator, ask for the number you require and then she’ll tell you how much money to put in. You can see the coin-box just there. When the money’s in, she’ll ring the number and when you are connected you’ll be told to press button ‘A’. That’s on the side of the box. Then you can talk.”
         
 
         “Oh,” he said, obviously failing to comprehend my advice. I knew I’d have to show him. I exhorted him to enter the cramped box and I followed, squeezing him inside as I stood at the entrance holding the door open with my foot. This was in the days long before decimalisation and long before STD became commonplace in telephone-boxes. Those kiosks were solid edifices with a large money-box inside and a little tray to help get your money back, if the call was not connected.
         
 
         “Ah see’s where Ah’ve been gahin wrang,” he laughed. “Ah thowt there was a choice of prices. Ah thowt Ah’d ’ave t’cheapest on offer. Ah mean, a penny’s nowt is it?”
         
 
         I knew the coin-box had “penny”, “sixpence” and “shilling” written on the top, with appropriate slots for each coin. I didn’t know what he’d done so far, but he seemed to be coping. I dialled “O” to link him with the operator and left him to it. He had a pile of coppers on top of the coin-box and seemed content.
         
 
         “Number please,” I could hear the strident voice of the lady operator.
         
 
         “Hello,” he shouted. “Hello, Ah want oor vetinary.”
 
         “Which veterinary?” I heard her ask.
 
         “That’un that cums tiv oor farm ivvery Thursday,” he said blandly.
         
 
         “Look, sir,” the girl replied in a softer voice. “I need to know his number before I can put you through.”
         
 
         “Number?” gasped the farmer. “He hasn’t gitten a number, has he? He’s nut a convict or a policeman or owt like that. Our policeman’s gitten a number on his shoulder, but oor vetinary hasn’t …”
         
 
         “No, sir, his telephone number …”
         
 
         “Nay, lass, Ah knows nowt about that, that’s your job. Look, just git hod on him and send him along. Ooor Primrose is gahin ti cawf and he’s needed there right sharp. She’s very restless, thoo knaws.”
         
 
         “Who is that calling, sir? I will try to find a veterinary surgeon for you …”
         
 
         “Stanhope from Aidensfield.”
 
         “And where is the trouble, Mr Stanhope?”
 
         “In my cow-shed. If he doesn’t get there quick, I fear for t’awd lass.”
         
 
         “I appreciate that, but where is your cow-shed?”
 
         “Next ti t’pig-sties. We’ve gitten fifteen pig-sties and yon cow-shed’s right next door …”
         
 
         “No, I mean your address! Where shall I send the vet if I find him?”
         
 
         “Oh, just to our farm. Stanhope, tell him. Me and my family’s been farming there for generations. Tell him Stanhope, he’ll know where to come.”
         
 
         “But I don’t know which is your vet, Mr Stanhope …”
 
         “Oh, it’s young Singleton from Ashfordly.”
 
         “Look, Mr Stanhope, you get along home and I’ll ring Mr Singleton for you. It’s a cow that’s calving, and she’s in your cow-shed. Now, what’s your address?”
         
 
         “High Brow Farm. He can’t miss it, thoo knows and any rooad, he’s been before.”
         
 
         “All right, Mr Stanhope. You get along and I’ll ring him.”
 
         “Thanks, miss,” he said.
 
         He replaced the handset and emerged happily, collected his pile of unused pennies from the top of the coin box and grinned at me.
         
 
         “Well?” I asked.
 
         “Grand,” he grinned wickedly. “Grand. Yon telephone lass is telling Singleton to get himself there as sharp as he can.”
         
 
         “So things will be right, eh?”
 
         “Aye,” he said, “things’ll be right. Nice awd cow is our Primrose. Thoo’ll be coming along to have a look at her, eh? There’ll be a cup of tea about seven, I reckon, after t’vet’s done his stuff.”
         
 
         “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll look forward to that.”
         
 
         “Think nowt on it,” he said. “Yon phone call cost me nowt, did it?” He smiled craftily. “I reckon you and me’s earned our cup of tea this morning.”
         
 
         As he stomped away, I wondered what this early morning encounter had proved. I hadn’t dealt with a major police crisis but, somewhere, crafty old Stanhope had taught me a lesson in Yorkshire thrift.
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            “Men are suspicious; prone to discontent.”
 
            Robert Herrick, 1591–1674

         
 
         Like any other organised body of people and equipment, the police service cannot afford to stand still. Progress must be allowed to intrude and interfere and, because many police officers are essentially conservative in their outlook and stubborn to boot, change comes by being forced upon them. Initially, many attempt to reject this but the mighty feet of officialdom stamp forward until, by dint of enforced usage and repeated orders from above, the necessary change is effected. By then, it is time for another.
         
 
         Policemen everywhere do not agree that change or progress constitutes improvement. Progress implies a move forward, but that in itself is not necessarily an improvement. Within the service, changes are made frequently. Progress is moderately common and improvement a rarity.
         
 
         It can be argued with some justification, therefore, that the concept of Unit Beat Policing and the accompanying Collator system was “progress”, its arrival undoubtedly a useful change. For that reason it can be regarded as progress. Whether it was an improvement is for history and crime statistics to decide.
         
 
         The system was designed for town and city policemen, but it was based upon the ideals of rural policing. The focal point of the system was a constable who lived on his patch. He was provided with a car in which to patrol and a back-up force to aid him in his duties. Basing this idea on the notion that rural bobbies know everyone and everything that happens on their patch, the pundits reckoned the same logic could apply to a city area if the area had its own constable. And so the Unit Beat system was born. To assist the constable living in pseudo-rural bliss among slag heaps and council houses, he was allocated a team of panda car drivers to patrol the area. They were to deal with matters of urgency and transport the resident bobby around and there was a plain-clothes man from the C.I.D. He sorted out the villains on the patch. Between them, these men policed their Unit and spent time getting to know everything and everyone. In theory, it was masterly.
         
 
         The snag was that it didn’t quite work like that. It is quite impossible to transplant rural systems into city environments. City people are a different breed and do not react or behave like countryfolk. And, furthermore, one car cannot do the work of five men. The result was that every police force developed its own interpretation of the Unit Beat system and few of them benefited from it.
         
 
         One redeeming feature, however, was the Collator and his concomitant indexing system.
         
 
         There was nothing original in having a comprehensive index and in fact most rural beat constables used their own excellent systems. The problem was that they filed most of the information in their heads. They knew who got up early, who came home late, which car belonged to whom and whose wife was seeing someone else’s husband. They knew the villains and the goodies, the perverts and the businessmen. In short, they knew a lot. If a constable left the vicinity, he took all his information with him. That was the problem because the new man had to start all over again. If only all that information was recorded…. With this idea of bliss in mind, Home Office experts created the Collator. This was merely a man with a filing system. He used reference cards, strip indexes and other office requisites to keep tabs on the villains and ne’er-do-wells. The basic idea was sound. It said that every policeman who patrolled a Unit Beat area would make a written note of what he saw. If, for example, he observed Burgling Bert from Bridlington walking along Albany Street at 6 o’clock one morning and carrying a walking-stick, he would note that fact in his police notebook. He would then enter the fact in the Collator’s files, probably under the name of Burgling Bert. Gradually a file would grow and the Collator would have a complete record of Burgling Bert’s movements should anyone wish to run a check on his activities at any time. The system was useful because it could identify a villain, but, if correctly compiled, it could also clear a suspect. It might prove the alibi of an innocent person.
         
 
         Most rural beat constables ran a similar system long before the Home Office came up with its mind-boggling advance and I kept my own record of events on Aidensfield beat.
         
 
         It was through my system that I became very suspicious of John Henry Tyler. It must be said at the outset that, in spite of this new and revolutionary aid to common sense, I would have become suspicious of the fellow. Recorded facts cannot lie; John Henry Tyler was up to something and my files proved it.
         
 
         He was a retired hill farmer in his middle sixties who had come down from a remote part of the North Yorkshire moors to retire to Aidensfield. His wife was called Ruth and they kept a collie dog called Wade, named after the giant who lived near their farm years ago. John Henry was a stout man with a walk like a sailor and his shortness, when in motion, served only to give him the appearance of a trundling barrel. His face was round and jolly and it always wore two or three days’ growth of whiskers. I wondered when he shaved, or how he shaved, in order to preserve this unkempt appearance. His clothing was rough and rural, practical perhaps but never smart. To complement his rustic countenance, he reeked of farmyards, middens and cow-sheds. He was a walking example of the scents of the English countryside.
         
 
         Not once during my first few months at Aidensfield did I have any reason to suspect him of illegality. He taxed his car, licensed his dog, paid his rates and ensured that all his firearms documents were in order. He was the epitome of a worthy villager, true as they come and as straight as a newly fletched arrow.
         
 
         Having been a hard-working and poorly paid hill-farmer, he had been accustomed to rising very early and it was the continuance of this habit that drew my attention to him. Very early one morning, I was sitting astride my stationary motor-cycle at the junction of Aidensfield village street and Elsinby Road. I could hear approaching footsteps and was tucked nicely beneath an overhanging conifer. I knew I was practically invisible so I remained very very still in the shadows. I looked at my watch. It was 5.30 a.m.
         
 
         Very soon, the oncoming footsteps materialised into the rounded shape of John Henry Tyler. His head was down against the fresh breeze of an early spring morning and he wore a muffler about his neck. On his feet were the traditional leather-topped clogs of the district and he wore the only coat I’d ever seen him use, a tatty, dull brown, sack-like affair with bulging pockets and a massive collar. His hands were deep in those commodious pockets, his chin was tucked into the ample collar and his feet were eating up the yards as he hurried about his early business.
         
 
         He walked right past without seeing me. I observed that grizzled grey hair, the unshaven weather-beaten face and his rough country clothes as he hurried along the lane. John Henry hadn’t changed in retirement. He still went about unshaven and smelling of cows and pigs. This morning was no exception. But he wasn’t going to work, surely? Naturally, I was curious about his purpose, but didn’t interrupt. Instead, I simply kept him under observation.
         
 
         He turned right at the junction and hurried down the gentle gradient which led to Elsinby, two miles distant. I waited ten minutes before I left my vantage-point and took the motor-cycle to the hill top. From there, I could see John Henry’s diminishing figure striding along the road. He was still heading towards Elsinby with his hands in his large pockets and his old head bowed against the chilly breeze. Where was he going? At this point, I never suspected his involvement in anything criminal. I took him to be an active countryman going for an early morning walk.
         
 
         Over the following months, however, this event repeated itself many times. I noticed him on several occasions, always walking that stretch of road and always at this time of the morning. He was always dressed in his scruffy old clothes and clogs and never carried anything. Furthermore, I never saw him make a return journey. Mentally I had noted these sightings but now decided to record them in writing. Maybe they could be linked with some distant crimes? Had he a woman? Once or twice, I waited in Elsinby village but always missed him there. He seemed to vanish somewhere on the road between the two villages. One or two of my colleagues reported seeing him during their early morning patrols around my beat, but none saw him actually in Elsinby. This created even more interest.
         
 
         The frequency of his trips bothered me too. My awkward shifts did not allow me to see him regularly, but by dint of asking my colleagues and checking from time to time myself the fact emerged that it was a monthly outing, usually on a Thursday.
         
 
         I could not believe that John Henry was a criminal. He was not a criminal type, he was a stolid rural character, a bit sharp perhaps, but definitely not a villain. I had no reports of criminal activities on my beat with which he could be associated but I did check my Crime Bulletins just to be sure that there was nothing suspicious along my beat boundaries. I was very aware that a series of burglaries had been committed in widespread rural areas over a period of about two years and all had been perpetrated during the early hours of the morning. Collators over a large area had pooled their information, and as a result, an early-morning worker from York was arrested. His practice was to hitch-hike out of town to his place of work, but this system sometimes provided him with spare time. He made profitable use of that time by breaking into houses. The mass of apparently unconnected intelligence gathered by the collators, eventually linked his movements with the burglaries and brought about his arrest. It was not impossible that old John Henry was perpetrating something highly illegal. Stranger things had happened, but I had to know. I had not to ask him directly, not yet. I must discover more about him and began discreet enquiries into his background. He lived in a rented house in Aidensfield with his wife and dog, and had never had children. His circumstances could be described as “poor”. The farm he’d worked high on the North Yorkshire moors had also been rented, and throughout his life he had worked from morning until night, scraping the barest of livings from that tough moorland area. He’d kept a few sheep and half a dozen milking cows and he had grown root-crops in a small enclosure surrounded by a dry-stone wall. My sources told me his income had never exceeded £11 per week. John Henry was indeed a poor man, but proud. If he’d existed all his life in this manner, it was barely credible that he’d turn to crime in his retirement.
         
 
         Nonetheless, the fact that he had retired meant he would have little to live on. So was the old devil going stealing at dawn? It seemed a feasible theory and one which would impress Sergeant Blaketon, so I decided to intensify my observations and enquiries.
         
 
         I checked all the reported burglaries, housebreakings, shop-breakings, larcenies, poachings and other crimes in the district and compared their times with the known movements of John Henry. It is fair to say that none could be positively attributed to him, but in some cases they could have been. Rather sorrowfully, I began to grow worried about him. I knew that if I made a good arrest, especially one which cleared up a spate of serious crimes, I would be in Sergeant Blaketon’s good books for a time. I found myself regarding John Henry’s movements as a key to my future. Through him, I could make a name for myself.
         
 
         I knew I had to be cunning. I had to catch him either in the act or with the stolen property. It was little use going about the place on the noisy Francis Barnett as that would alert him so I crept out of the house on several mornings and went about furtive foot patrols. I kept to the shadows, to the fields and woods as I attempted to keep an eye on this early morning clog walker.
         
 
         Finally, there came a moment of triumph. I was concealed behind an old building alongside the Aidensfield-Elsinby road when I heard the familiar clip-clop of his clogs. It was a lovely summer morning with the birds singing and the scent of blossom in the air; it was most certainly not a time to be engaged in furtive criminal activities, but, sure enough, John Henry was heading my way.
         
 
         I watched him from the security of the building. His head was down in that familiar style and his hands were tucked deep into those huge pockets as he stomped along the road. I waited until he was fifty yards ahead of me and began to shadow him. I used the heavily-leaved hedges and copses as my shelter as I moved stealthily along the fields. I readily kept pace with the active old man and he never once turned to look my way. I got the impression that he was deep in thought, his mind a long way from this peaceful stretch of England.
         
 
         I shadowed him all the way to Elsinby where he arrived just before six o’clock. But instead of entering the village street he turned sharp left and for a moment I lost him. Blast! He’d tricked me! In order to catch him I had to scramble out of the fields and regain the road, and I did so with considerable effort and anxiety. Eventually, I landed muddy-footed on the highway, panting slightly and with my cap at an angle. I hurried after him into the village, but he’d vanished. He’d got away! The cunning old devil!
         
 
         He could only have gone one way and that was along the lane to Ploatby, so that was the road I took. But even before I’d gone fifty yards a car emerged from one of the cottages along that road. It was a nice tan Rover 2000 driven by a smart gentleman and in the front passenger seat was none other than John Henry Tyler.
         
 
         It was past before I could stop it and I was rewarded by a wave from both men as the car vanished through the village towards York. I knew the owner of that car—he was a Mr Eugene Peterson, a retired wealthy businessman from Croydon. It was a most unlikely partnership, so what was going on?
         
 
         The mysterious pair vanished from my sight with no attempt to conceal their departure, so I now wondered if Peterson was a high-class villain, perhaps a con-man, using old Tyler as a stooge? It was not beyond the bounds of credibility.
         
 
         Deflated, I was now faced with a long walk back home and my efforts had produced very little more information, except I now knew the identity of his partner in crime. Back in my office an hour later, I rang York’s collator to see if there was any record of that car in their files, but there wasn’t. It had never come to the notice of York police in a suspicious manner, nor had its occupants. Either they were very clever criminals or they weren’t criminals at all.
         
 
         I was now faced with several probabilities and several different ways of tackling the problem. Certainly, something unusual was going on. There was no doubt about that and it was my duty as the local constable to unearth the truth. If I told Sergeant Bairstow, he’d laugh it off, and Sergeant Blaketon would wheel them both in for interview. Neither seemed the right approach. I had to find out for myself and then tell the sergeants. I could be bold and ask them outright to account for their movements, but, if they were engaged in crime, that would alert them to police interest and we’d never solve anything.
         
 
         The only solution was to make discreet enquiries in Elsinby and the finest starting-place for such delicate questions was the Hopbind Inn. Later that morning, I made it my first calling-place and George produced a cup of warm coffee. It was just ten o’clock.
         
 
         “Busy?” he asked, by way of opening the conversation along official lines.
         
 
         “So, so.” I shrugged my shoulders, hoping he’d accept that as an indication of the non-urgent nature of my presence.
         
 
         “You’re early—it’s usually dinner-time when you get here.” Dinner-time for Yorkshire folk is lunch-time for other people.
         
 
         “Aye.” I sipped the coffee as I perched on a stool in his bar. He wiped many glasses. “Tell me, George, do you know Eugene Peterson, the chap with the Rover?”
         
 
         “Aye, I do,” he said, looking earnestly at me.
 
         “What sort of chap is he?” I continued. We were alone.
 
         “All right,” said George. “Honest, quite well-off, I’d say. Grown up family, retired businessman. Pleasant enough chap.”
         
 
         “Honest?”
 
         “I’d say so. I’ve never heard anything against him.”
 
         I didn’t respond but savoured his coffee so now he came at me with:
         
 
         “Come along, Mr Rhea, what’s on your mind? Is he up to something?”
         
 
         “I don’t know,” I said wistfully. “I don’t know, but I must find out.”
         
 
         “Why, what’s he done?”
 
         I knew I could trust George’s discretion, so I unfolded my catalogue of early suspicions about John Henry Tyler and now Eugene Peterson. George listened carefully, wiping more glasses and sipping occasionally from his own coffee.
         
 
         He smiled as I unfolded my yarn, his smile broadening as I enlarged my tale. I could see he was amused and knew, at that point, that my two suspects were not criminals.
         
 
         “So, there it is, George. What’s going on?”
 
         “You’ve no idea, have you?” he grinned wickedly.
 
         “No,” I said, “I haven’t.”
 
         “Well, every third Thursday in the month, John Henry walks down here and goes off in Peterson’s Rover. They go to York Railway Station and catch an early train to London.”
         
 
         “Go on,” I encouraged him.
 
         “Well, you might believe this of Peterson, but not your John Henry. You see, they’re both top chess-players; they play international chess at a club in London. Some are postal contests, some are live, and I believe some are played over the telephone. Peterson introduced John Henry to the London club, and they go there every month. John Henry’s loved down there!”
         
 
         “John Henry Tyler? You mean that smelly old farmer is a major chess-player?”
         
 
         “One of the country’s best; you’ll occasionally see his name in the posh Sundays—last year, he beat a Russian grandmaster….”
         
 
         “But why doesn’t he get dressed up?”
 
         “He never dresses up for anything and he doesn’t want the village to know about it. You won’t tell anyone, will you? The club has agreed not to publicise his real identity, so don’t let John Henry know that you’re onto him. He’ll kill me for letting his secret out.”
         
 
         Back in the office, I wrote “checkmate” on my file about John Henry Tyler.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It was the ubiquitous Shakespeare who called the milkmaid “Queen of curds and cream”, while Sir Thomas Overbury in 1614 wrote, “In milking a cow and straining the teats through her fingers, it seems that so sweet a milk press makes the milk the whiter or sweeter.”
         
 
         These lovely rural ladies were considered the height of perfection and in days of yore were worshipped as the purest of creatures. When farms were run as highly competitive commercial enterprises, even ladies of standing regarded the job of milkmaid as worthwhile. It was never looked upon as a menial task and advice given to dairy farmers was to have a good breed of cow, to possess proper buildings and implements and to have an attractive and skilful dairymaid. One farmer, writing in the last century said, “It is a truly feminine employment and to their hands it (the milking) should be left.” It was widely accepted that cows “never let their milk down pleasantly” to someone they dreaded or disliked and it was felt that cows enjoyed being soothed by mild usage, especially when ticklish and young. It was known that contented cows provided good creamy milk, and it was the job of the milkmaid to win the best from her bovine charges.
         
 
         Although my beat embraced many dairy-farms, there were not many milkmaids in or around Aidensfield. To be truthful, I did not personally know one, but it seemed that there was such a beauty on a remote farm. One day I would meet her, I felt sure. The farm in question, a large dairy-farm on the moors beyond Briggsby, occupied a considerable but isolated site well away from the main road to Harrowby. I had called on a couple of occasions in the past to check the stock registers but never during those brief visits had I espied this renowned beauty.
         
 
         Then late one evening, I received a telephone call at home. It was from Joe Camplin, the farmer in question. He sounded agitated and asked if I was on duty.
         
 
         I wasn’t, but asked if I could help.
 
         “Aye, it’s about Diane Ferguson,” he said hesitantly.
 
         “Diane Ferguson?” I didn’t recognise the name.
 
         “Aye, my milkmaid, the Scots girl, you know.”
 
         “Oh.” I had never seen the girl, but the point registered. “Something wrong, Mr Camplin?”
         
 
         “Aye, she’s been attacked.”
 
         “Attacked?” I shouted. “Where?”
         
 
         “Down our lane. Not five minutes ago …”
 
         “Is she badly hurt?” I asked, wondering whether a rogue cow had attacked her or whether it was something else.
         
 
         “No, but she’s shaken. It was a man, grabbed her, he did. She got away though.”
         
 
         “I’ll be there right away,” I promised.
 
         Although it was my day off, I jumped into my private car and rushed five miles to the lonely farm. As I drove through the countryside, I looked for a solitary man walking the lanes at night, but found no one. I hoped I might come across the culprit but out here a person can lose himself very rapidly. Near this farm, there is nothing but wide open moorland, interspaced with a few spruces and silver birch. He could be anywhere out there. My headlights found only dry-stone walls, solitary trees and the occasional cottage. As I turned down the lane to Crag Foot Farm, I discovered the unmade road was muddy and full of holes. It threatened to shake my car to pieces as I bumped and bounced along its terrible surface. Fortunately, the farm’s exterior light was burning and guided me onto the concrete yard near the back door. It was a relief to come to a halt.
         
 
         I hurried inside, pausing to knock but once and shouted my arrival. I knew the way and rushed inside. In the comfortable kitchen I found Joe and Mary Camplin fussing over a tearful girl. This was Diane Ferguson.
         
 
         “Ah,” said Joe as I entered. “Thank God I found you in.”
 
         “How is she?” was my first question.
 
         The girl smiled weakly through her tears and wiped her red eyes with a man’s handkerchief, doubtless supplied by Joe. “I’m all right, thanks. Just shaken.”
         
 
         “Cup o’ tea?” suggested Mary Camplin. “I’ve made one for Diane.”
         
 
         “Thanks,” I accepted her offer and pulled out a chair to settle at the table. The tea was lovely.
         
 
         “I heard her come crying into the yard,” began Joe before I could ask what had happened. “It was dark, and she’d run all the way … he got her by the throat …”
         
 
         “Let’s start at the beginning, eh?” I suggested, turning my attention to Diane. She was a petite girl, about twenty years old, very pretty with mousy hair and a face bearing a suggestion of freckles. Her delightful grey eyes were sharp and alert, her smile tantalising, and all were complemented by her figure which was charming and full. She looked more like a farm secretary or a shorthand typist than a milkmaid, but her appearance and demeanour reminded me of the charm of her Shakespearian counterparts. If poets and writers said that milkmaids were charming, this one proved the truth of their words.
         
 
         “Tell me, Diane. What happened?”
 
         “Well, Mr Rhea.” Her accent contained a beautiful Lowland lilt. “It was like this. I got off the bus at the lane end,” and she indicated the direction with her hands. “I always get off there, you see …”
         
 
         “It’s her afternoon off,” butted in Joe. “She goes to Harrowby for the afternoon and gets that bus back. It stops at the lane end, just up the road from here.”
         
 
         “I see,” I smiled and bade her continue. “You got off the bus. What time?”
         
 
         “Half past eight, Mr Rhea. It was right on time.”
 
         “Go on.”
 
         “Well, it was dark, you see, and I had a torch. I got off like I always do, and began to walk down the lane to the farm …”
         
 
         “I’ve often said I should put a light at that lane end,” commented Joe. “I’ll do it now, by God I will.”
         
 
         I smiled at Diane. She understood and we tolerated his well-intentioned interruptions.
         
 
         “Well,” she continued. “I got as far as the haystack …”
 
         “I always put a stack in that field,” said Joe. “It’s handy for my cows when they’re up there …”
         
 
         “Joe, shut up,” ordered his wife. “Let Mr Rhea talk to Diane.”
         
 
         “Oh, sorry,” he said, picking up his cup of tea.
 
         “I’d just got past the stack when a man jumped out at me,” the girl said slowly. “I didn’t know what to do… I didn’t run…. I think I was too frightened…. I just didn’t know….”
         
 
         “What did he do?” I put this important question gently but firmly. I had to know whether there’d been any attempt at rape or indecent assault. It mattered for my subsequent action.
         
 
         “He tried to put a sack over my head,” she said, wiping away a tear. “A dirty old sack …”
         
 
         “A sack?”
 
         “Yes, it sounds so silly, but he had a sack. It was a rough hessian one, all smelly and horrible, and he tried to put it over me…. I began to run, but he grabbed me by the arm… he was very strong, so I shouted and screamed …”
         
 
         “He didn’t touch you?” I asked. “Indecently, I mean? Or say anything?”
         
 
         She shook her head. “No, nothing like that, thank God. It was just that sack…. I fought and fought, but he was very strong.”
         
 
         “And you screamed?” I sipped at the tea.
 
         “Yes, but the farm’s too far away for Mr and Mrs Camplin to hear me and the bus had gone by then. No one heard me. There was nobody.”
         
 
         “So what did you do?”
 
         She hesitated. “I kicked him, right between the legs,” and she laughed. “I knew it hurt—he called out in pain, and then I hit him with my torch.” She showed me the cracked glass.
         
 
         I smiled at her bravery. “Great! That’ll teach him a lesson. Then what happened?”
         
 
         “He ran away,” she smiled at the memory, “and I came in here, crying. Mr Camplin went out….”
         
 
         “I did that, with my shotgun. If I’d seen him in our lane he’d have got both barrels right up his backside, I can tell you.”
         
 
         “And you found no one?”
 
         “Not a soul.” He shook his head.
 
         “And the sack?”
 
         “Nay, lad, I didn’t see that. I was too concerned about Diane.”
         
 
         “Did he say anything to you?” I asked her again.
 
         “No, nothing. He just panted and grunted as he tried to put the sack over me. It’s so silly … maybe he didn’t mean any harm …”
         
 
         “It was an assault if nothing else,” I said. “Now, Diane, you had your torch. Was it on?”
         
 
         She nodded.
 
         “And could you see him? I need a description if you can give one.”
         
 
         She had no trouble providing me with a marvellously detailed description of her assailant. He was about 50 years old with thick grey hair, about average height, and he wore a dark donkey jacket with leather shoulder-patches. He had dark trousers, dark shoes, and a flat cap, checked style, with the press-stud undone above the peak. And he had a squeaky voice. She’d noted that as he’d cried out with pain. He was clean-shaven, she said, but whiskery, as if he’d not shaved for a day or two. He wore a white scarf and gloves with string backs, like racing drivers wore.
         
 
         It was a first-class description and if this man lived in the district I would have little trouble tracing him. We’d trace him in no time.
         
 
         “Have you any idea who it was?” I put to her. Quite often, unprovoked assaults of this kind were an outcome of some recent disagreement with a boyfriend or prospective suitor. Diane was a very pretty young woman, and must have had lots of suitors, so this could be some form of revenge.
         
 
         “Yes, I think so,” she said quietly.
 
         “Aye,” said Joe. “We think we know who it is. Nasty business, Mr Rhea. I don’t want to be one to cause trouble, but it’ll have to be stopped. Innocent girls can’t be put at risk, you know….”
         
 
         “So who is it?” I ventured.
 
         “You know that Frenchman who lives up the hill, on the road to Harrowby?”
         
 
         I shook my head.
 
         “No, you wouldn’t, he’s like you, not been here all that long, but he took Blackamoor House as a studio. He’s an artist, a clever chap, but a bit weird.”
         
 
         “Weird?” I asked.
 
         “Well, not like us. Dresses queer, dyes his hair, smells of scent and stuff. It wouldn’t surprise me if he had a bath every day neither.”
         
 
         “Artists often do dress individually,” I said. “Has he been a nuisance before?”
         
 
         “No,” she said. “No, he never bothers me.”
 
         “So you’re acquainted?”
 
         “Aye,” said Joe. “He comes here for his milk. Two pints a day—he collects them himself, in a little can like they do in France.”
         
 
         “What’s his name?”
 
         “Edouard Sannier,” said Mary Camplin. “Monsieur Edouard Sannier. He’s quite nice, I think. At least, I used to think he was.”
         
 
         “Now, Diane, listen carefully,” I put to her. “Are you sure it was him? If I had to get you to swear on oath that it was Edouard Sannier would you say it was?”
         
 
         “Yes,” she said with a determined clenching of her teeth. “Yes, I would …”
         
 
         “OK,” I said. “I’ll go and talk to him.”
 
         “What can you do with him?” Joe asked me.
 
         “It’s difficult to know what we can do,” I said. “There was no indecency, and no attempt to rape Diane. He didn’t say he was going to rape you, did he? There’s no cuts, bruises?”
         
 
         She shook her head.
 
         “We’re left with common assault, in which case you could take your own action against him. Common assault is not a matter for the police,” I told them. “You go and see a solicitor and he’ll fix it to go to court. If we consider he is a public nuisance,” I added as an alternative, “we might get him bound over to be of good behaviour.”
         
 
         “I thought they’d send him to prison for what he did!” gasped Mary.
         
 
         “For rape or attempted rape, yes, but for something like this, no. There’s very little in law that can be done. Mind,” I continued, “if he admitted he was going to rape Diane, or touch her indecently, we could consider a more serious charge. But first let me talk to him. I’ll let you know how I get along. If I have to take him to the police-station, it’ll be morning before I see you.”
         
 
         “Aye, all right. I reckon Diane needs an early night,” considered Joe, “with a drink of hot milk and whisky. She’ll sleep on that.”
         
 
         “Couldn’t be better. Now, Diane, is there anything else I should know? Did he say anything or do anything else? Have you angered him at all? Led him on, teased him?”
         
 
         “No, honest, I’ve never given him any encouragement. Never …”
         
 
         “These Frenchmen are very romantic, you know.” I tried to make the incident sound light to reduce its seriousness, but I failed. For these people, it was a most serious event.
         
 
         “It’s not romance when they put bloody sacks over lasses’ heads!” growled Joe.
         
 
         I left them and drove the few hundred yards to the lonely cottage on the hill top. A light was burning, which pleased me. I had never been into this house although I had passed it several times. Feeling apprehensive about the interview, I parked my car on the main road, walked to the studded front door and knocked. A pretty middle-aged lady answered, smiling up at me. She was very petite and charming.
         
 
         “Yes?” she said pleasantly.
 
         “Oh, I am P.C. Rhea,” I introduced myself. “Is Monsieur Sannier in, please?”
         
 
         “Yes, do come in.” There was no trace of a French accent. In fact, she had a very English voice and I estimated she would be in her late sixties.
         
 
         She led me into the lounge where I saw a grey-haired man sitting on the settee, sipping coffee. He rose as I entered.
         
 
         “I am P.C. Rhea, the village policeman at Aidensfield,” I announced. “I wonder if I could have a word with you, sir.” I probably sounded very formal.
         
 
         “But of course,” he smiled and indicated an easy-chair. “It is always nice to meet the local policeman, eh, Alice?”
         
 
         “Yes, dear,” smiled his wife. “Would you like a coffee, Mr Rhea?”
         
 
         “Er, no thanks,” I refused as I settled in the chair. “I’ve just had one actually. Now, it’s a very difficult enquiry for me …”
         
 
         “We are very civilised,” he said graciously. “It is trouble?”
         
 
         His English was impeccable too, but he did have a high-pitched voice.
         
 
         “Mr Sannier,” I anglicised his title. “Where were you tonight, about eight-thirty?”
         
 
         “Tonight? Why here, of course. With my wife.”
 
         “You didn’t go out?”
 
         “No, he did not,” she said grimly. I paused deliberately as I looked around the small room. A piano stood against one wall and on top. was a flat cap with the press-stud undone, a pair of gloves with string backs and a long white scarf. Hanging on a hook behind the door was a dark donkey jacket with black leather shoulder-patches and he had a thick mop of grey hair. Diane’s description was perfect. It fitted him absolutely, although I’d have placed his age nearer sixty than fifty.
         
 
         But was it too perfect? Everything matched and she had said he called regularly at the farm for his milk.
         
 
         “Mrs Sannier, could you swear your husband did not leave the room this evening?”
         
 
         She regarded me seriously. “We both went out, in our car, down to Ashfordly and returned in time for tea, just before five o’clock. Edouard went out to fill the coal-scuttle at six o’clock, and we’ve not been out since, neither of us. I will swear to that.” She spoke in a fiercely protective manner.
         
 
         “I believe you,” I said, for it was true. I did believe them. This man was no putter of sacks over the heads of young nubile girls.
         
 
         “What is it?” he asked, with a genuine interest. “Have I done wrong?”
         
 
         I was in two minds whether to tell him. I didn’t want to give the impression that I believed he’d do such a thing and yet I did owe the couple some explanation. As I dithered for a moment, Mrs Sannier poured a coffee and said, “I think this would help.” She passed it to me and I relaxed in the chair.
         
 
         I told them the full story as Diane had related it, and included the description she’d given. When I had finished, he laughed, “She described me, eh? You had to come.”
         
 
         “I had to come,” I said. “But it seems a strange tale for a girl like Diane to concoct, Mr Sannier. I’m sure she was attacked.”
         
 
         “Maybe she is telling the truth,” said his wife. “When I was washing the tea things, I saw a young man walking down the road towards the dairy-farm. He wore a dark donkey jacket, just like Edouard’s, and a flat cap, and a long light-coloured scarf with string-back gloves. I remembered thinking how like Edouard he looked.”
         
 
         “What time was that?” I felt excited.
 
         “Six o’clock,” she said. “Perhaps a minute or two either way, but near enough to six.”
         
 
         That was two and a half hours before  the attack. “Tell me more,” I said.
         
 
         “Well, he comes down the road every Wednesday night. He walks into Ashfordly to the pub. I think he works on the Forestry Commission land near Sutton Bank Top.”
         
 
         “Do you know his name?” I asked.
 
         “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t.”
 
         “Well, I’ll have to make some more enquiries,” I said. “Look, I’m very sorry to have troubled you like this—I feel very guilty about ruining your evening.”
         
 
         “Think nothing of it, young man,” said Monsieur Sannier. “In some countries, I would have been dragged off and clapped in jail for less. I hope you find the man.”
         
 
         There are times one has to trust a man almost on sight and I trusted this one. I was convinced he had nothing to do with the attack on Diane.
         
 
         To cut a long story short, I went straight to the private address of the Forestry Commission boss for the district and explained my problem. He told me he knew the lad, a twenty-two-year-old who lived with his parents in a woodland cottage a mile from the top of Sutton Bank. The parents kept a smallholding with hens and pigs but the lad was very shy with girls. He was totally unable to communicate with them, so he was a likely candidate. The description supplied by Mrs Sannier fitted him.
         
 
         Knowing I would have difficulty locating him tonight, I went to the cottage in the woods first thing next morning. I found Jeremy Morley at home. His dad was labouring on a farm nearby and mother was out. He allowed me in; it was a hovel and filthy with it, but for this unfortunate lad it was home. And there, on a hook behind the door was a dark donkey jacket, a flat cap with the peak button undone, a dull white scarf and, on the table, a pair of driving-gloves with string backs.
         
 
         Almost before I began my questioning, the lad readily admitted trying to capture the girl. He knew it was best to put sacks over the heads of captured birds to calm them; he’d seen his dad do it many times with hens. And he’d seen the television, where men carried off the girl of their choice. He thought he’d do the same. He’d waited two hours behind that haystack, knowing Diane got off the Harrowby bus each Wednesday, and said he liked the look of her. He’d never spoken to her—he didn’t dare, and he’d dressed up like Monsieur Sannier because he liked the Frenchman’s style and confidence. That man knew how to treat girls, he felt, so he copied his idol for style and his father for action. I don’t think he realised it was wrong.
         
 
         After speaking to Sergeant Bairstow about it, we took the lad to court and he was bound over to be of good behaviour. The court persuaded him to seek treatment for his loneliness and appalling shyness in the face of girls. Diane forgave him too, which helped, and she went up to the Sanniers’ cottage to apologise for implicating the unfortunate man.
         
 
         Although I was pleased we found the culprit, I was even more pleased that I hadn’t prosecuted the wrong man. It would have been so easy to ruin the Sanniers’ life but I did wonder about the calming influence of hessian sacks upon one’s head!
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