SENIORITY AT THE FARM

“It’s so hot and they’re all too frail” the voice on the phone said.

“Well that’s going to muck up the party” I thought to myself.  Sure it was hot, and sure they were frail, but it’s kind of hard to have a party with half the guests staying on the bus!

“OK, if you really think so” I said, “we’ll put the bus in the shed, and that will be cooler.  The earlier you get here the cooler it will be.”  

The idea of running up and down the aisle of the bus serving party food was a bit boring I thought.  After all the primary reason the Nursing Home Patients had been invited out was to have some interaction with the donkeys, llamas and alpacas.  A day at the farm - not a day in the bus - but I know how much work it is to organise the old folks, and I know how thinly spread the staff always are.

“Maybe some of the animals could walk up the steps into the bus”, she said, sensing my disappointment.

Hardly, I thought, the donkeys with their hard hooves would just about need mountain climbing ropes.  The alpacas had never been asked to do anything more challenging than inspect their beauty in the bathroom mirror.  The llamas? .... well maybe, but they hadn’t long been here.  The best bet, I thought was Llama Ned Kelly.  Llama Ned was a haughty, but gentle soul, 190 kg of chubby gelding - fairly tall and fairly long, and extremely wide.  The idea of getting him into the mini bus quite amused me, up 3 steps, hard right and a narrow aisle brushing past walking frames and sticks.  Up to the end and now to get out, the same in reverse?  or maybe a 3 point turn onto someone’s lap?

The first bus, from Queanbeyan, arrived.  The nursing home patients don’t get around much, and this I hoped would be an opportunity for an outing to the country, pet therapy and a chance to have an interaction and a party with another nursing home. Awkwardly they alighted, chairs were erected and refreshments began.  

First I led Don Key-Oatey, the donkey stallion up to them, they giggled with delight.  Don Key Oatey immediately went into “they never feed me” routine (P.S. “and those sandwiches look really good”), followed by the “scratch my bottom” syndrome.  Shrieks of delight and hands reaching forward to feed and pat the stallion.  The other donkeys hung over the fence hoping to get a piece of the action.  They were not disappointed as a sea of old folks waving bread approached the 10 mares on the other side of the gate.  Though most were heavy in foal, they too had mastered the “I’m starving” look.

The next bus, this one from Canberra, parked, and to my relief, the old folks started filing off the bus, pointing and laughing at the animal’s antics.  The surprised look on the faces of their staff made it clear that the client’s enthusiasm to get off the bus was unexpected.

By now Suri alpaca Nero was inspecting all the hats, handbags, walking frames etc, his full black fleece gently swaying and he waltzed around, quickly followed by alpaca Charlie.  “They’re just like ballet dancers” one of the old folks said, watching a newly shorn alpaca stroll past.  

Now to the stars of the show, Llamas Ned Kelly and Roberto.  Ned swaggered up, with the most aloof look he could muster.  “Oh look”  shouted 96 year old Bill “an emu!”  (“an EMU?” I thought, “we don’t have emus”.....)  I followed his pointing finger directly to the end of my lead - he thinks Ned is an EMU?   Looking back at Ned I realised the thin black legs with the clawed toes, the excessively wide chest, the bushy, wild rabbit coloured coat, from the front DID look like an emu, even if the neck and head were wrong!

The youngest staff member, who had a stud in her nose commented, “They’re very Zen, aren’t they?”   “It’s sort of an aura they’ve got”, she added.  

“I see you have brought a camera, would you like your photo taken sitting on a donkey - it might be nice for the residents who couldn’t come?” I enquired to the young staff member.

As she considered this idea a voice from behind demanded  “I  want a ride”  I looked around to see 87 year old Margaret shuffling towards the donkeys.

“This is great!” the staff member said, grabbing for her camera.  I was not so sure.... what if Margaret fell off?  All went well with Margaret on donkey Bessie, and a couple of the other “frail” elderly struggled on Bessie one after another.  

As they left, I chuckled to myself about the “frail elderly - too frail to get off the bus riding Bessie.  

As I arrived at the nursing home for my next concert the staff proudly whisked me off to the foyer to show me the framed photos of their visit.

