                                                        THE IRON HORSE

“This”said the salesman from John Mc Elderry’s, “is the Future”.He proceeded to show me all the innovative features on the new Ferguson Brown Type A tractor.”As the motor car is for the roads ,so the tractor is for the land”. In his well pressed suit,and shining brogues,he looked more like a bank manager, or a  travelling evangelist, than a man who had a deep, visceral connection to the soil. Nevertheless he was persuasive, and glowing with pride,  especially when he explained that the tractor was designed and built by Northern Ireland’s very own Harry Fergusson. On the bonnet of the tractor, just above the radiator, was the signature of the great man himself, engraved on a steel logo. ”This new hydraulic three point linkage system will revolutionise agriculture .The horse plough will become a thing of the past”.
After such a convincing lecture, I was thrilled when he finally said “Take it for a test drive around the yard”. To be honest the tractor was rather diminutive, compared to the larger American Fordson and Mc Cormick tractors which were also arriving on the market. I mounted the seat ,and the salesman obliged by turning the starting handle at the front end of the tractor. The tractor exploded into life, and I was immediately smitten by the surge of power as I moved off around the yard in first gear.” Does it fly as well?” I shouted at the salesman. As a. child my father had taken me to Magilligan Beach in 1909 to witness the first trial flights of Harry Ferguson’s self built monoplane. So here I was now driving one of these new fangled tractors. “Of course it does” he retorted.
Some two weeks later, having parted with £250, the tractor arrived in our yard, on the back of a  Bedford lorry. Alongside it was a new single furrow plough and a link box. Several neighbours came round to witness this special event, their curiousity merged with a certain degree of cynicism as to the wisdom of my purchase. Yet over this next year I slowly fell in love with the little machine .At harvest time the tractor came into it’s own .Preparing our three horses to tow the binder was an arduous process which took almost four hours. You had to be up from six in the morning to fit each horse with collars, bridles, hames and shaft saddles.Then the complex arrangement of swingletrees and chains had to be fitted to the long horse pole. With my new tractor, I merely reversed back and secured the binder drawbar onto the tractor with a long pin.
My father, now in his 70’s, manned the binder, a job he had done all of his life. The tractor did not lose power going uphill; neither did it tire, as did the horses,  on a hot August afternoon. My wife Roberta was not too pleased when I insisted on keeping our two boys off school.Yet the cornfield was more exciting than any classroom, even if there was hard work to be done. Although the boys often complained about their hands being blistered ,and the occasional sting from thistles in the corn sheaf, they forgot their pain when their grandfather allowed each in turn to sit on the binder seat, and get a ride around the field. We cut and stooked a field of four acres over two afternoons. The binder spat out the tied sheaves with precision, and in it’s own way, was as great an invention as the tractor. At the end of the two days the field was arranged in the ancient symmetery of row after row of golden stooks. Each row was a procession of gold and amber, the sheaves bursting and bulging, fecund with the great mysterious spirit of harvest. We exulted in this great outdoor cathedral;  created by an amalgamation of Providence , nature, the sun ,the seasons beneficence, and finally , man’s technological ingenuity.
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