AMAZING GRACE – A CLASS OF TOUCH

“You’re a singer – I saw an article about you in the Queanbeyan Age –I’m trying to get a Singing for Pleasure class together.” The co-ordinator examined my hand-spun llama fibre, noting my “improvement” on my final spinning class.  She continued, “There’s no shortage of choir groups, where students have to audition, read music, learn obscure parts, sing scales etc – but that’s not what I’m after.  I want to attract those who’ve never been in a singing group before – would you be interested in teaching?”

“I taught guitar for years, but I hadn’t considered the possibility of teaching singing.  But why not?  … but there’s something else I’d like to teach….  The Canberra area has a large number of small farms, and there are some large backyards too.  Many of these people would like to keep livestock, but they don’t know what to keep or where to start.  When I was a kid, I kept my horse on agistment, and when I got married we had chooks, ducks and dairy goats in our suburban backyard long before I moved to the farm.…..”

“Do you know anything about ducks?”  She interrupted,  “mine have stopped laying.”  I could see she endorsed my sentiments.

As we discussed ducks and eggs, and all sorts of related topics, the format of the farm classes, began to formulate.  “Yes”, she confirmed, “I think we should go ahead with the farm classes and the singing classes too, what do you think?”

Most of the students attending the 3 consecutive Tuesday nights’ class commuted to town from nearby small farms, but two, Grace and her friend Marie, lived in Canberra – planning on someday escaping to a rural lifestyle.  They hoped this class would help them decide what sort of livestock would best suit their situation. 

We started with notes, highlighted by 30 years of photos of my various livestock ventures; my horses, donkeys, beef cattle, house cows, my goat dairy, various poultry;  but what gained most interest was the alpacas!  

Pointing at Amber Glow, Grace gasped,  “Gee that alpaca is nearly as big as a pony!” “Amber’s a lovely girl and she’s a huge alpaca – she stands about 5’6” – we’ve nick named her the horse.  But go a couple of pages further and you’ll see some really big boys.”

“Clydesdale alpacas!” she shrieked with excitement, almost unseating Marie with the enormous thump in the ribs designed to attract her friend’s attention. Grace looked petite, but there was nothing else “gracious” about her – certainly she was humorous and good hearted, but Amazing Grace (as Marie called her) was an appropriate description. “I’d like to get my hands on that alpaca”. 

“That’s Ned Kelly” I chuckled “He’s a llama, and the next few photos are llamas too.”

Next came video footage on some of my animals, and the Alpaca Assn promotional video.  The students were mesmerized, excited that a small farm could be viable, and that alpaca management was so easy.  But Grace sat arms folded, and unimpressed “What about llama videos?” she demanded.

“I haven’t much llama footage yet, but the management is much the same as alpacas” I directed my reply to Grace. 

She stared back silently for a minute apparently frustrated, then a smirk appeared on her previously pursed lips “Oh well, I guess we’ll just all have to come out to see them – who’s available next Saturday?” she addressed the question to the class, counted the hands raised in the air, and then looked back smugly back at me.”

Too bad if it didn’t suit me.  Amazing Grace is about right, I thought.  “Er, why not? I didn’t think you’d all want to travel to the farm for a mornings’ hands-on lesson.”  

The first car arrived, parking under a shady tree.  Amazing Grace bounced out,“ I saw the donkeys coming up the driveway;  they’re so cute – oh wow – those alpaca babies are even cuter – W-O-W – is that a llama?”  Without waiting for my answer, she launched into her next question:  “Where’s the fridge?  I’ve brought sandwiches” she extracted an unusually large bag from the back seat, (she must be a really hungry, I thought).  “I thought the others mightn’t think to bring lunch, so I made enough for everyone, including you”, she presented me with 3 bottles of drink, a carton of milk and a tin of coffee.  I could see that Grace had no intention of staying only  for the morning.

By midday, the students had met the chooks, donkeys, and horses. Amazing Grace announced divine intervention – lunch break – and then we could continue.

After lunch, it was camelid time.  First stud male llamas and alpacas, and then off to round up the females.  The students were impressed with the ease of rounding up the girls, and were fascinated that the herd enthusiastically visited several poo piles on their 10 minute amble to the shed.  

The usual questions ensued:  Do they bite or kick?  Where are they from?  They’re sort of Zen, aren’t they?  What sort of fencing do they need? How much do they cost?  What is the fibre worth?  Are they easy to train? …. And of course ….. What’s the difference between alpacas and llamas? Once yarded, I haltered a couple of alpacas, which we inspected more closely – fleece, teeth, toes as well as drenching and vaccinating one alpaca. 

“We’re on 10 acres at Burra”, Amanda said as she snuggled into the apricot alpaca cria (baby) I had placed in her arms, “and I can see that alpacas produce fleece, (it was apparent to me that her interest was cuddling alpacas, not knitting jumpers), but if there isn’t a commercial fleece industry for llamas – what good are they?” 

I turned around to see Grace about to launch into an attack (clearly she thought just being a llama was enough – they didn’t have to be useful).  Quickly I stepped in “Llamas have many uses; fleece is just one of them, and plenty of people hand spin llama.  Bushwalkers use them to carry packs – they can carry 35 kg on their back; other people put them in harness and ask them to pull a cart.  Of course there are show classes for conformation, fleece, and obstacle courses.  They’re used for protecting lambing sheep or kidding goats from foxes.  I’ve found that people who are only interested in fleece usually choose the alpaca, but those who want to interact with livestock will usually prefer the llama.  People think that the alpaca being smaller will be more manageable – but for the most part llamas, despite their larger size, have a very laid back attitude to life, which makes them easy to handle.  I’m horsey, so I want to do things with animals, not just look at them, so I like the llamas best – mind you I’d hate to not have any alpacas!”

To indicate the gentleness of the llamas, I haltered up a male or gelding (neutered male) for each student, and we paraded around the garden.  Their amazement was only outdone by my partner’s as I threw open the front door and invited my llama into the house.  “He hasn’t been in the house before, so he might be a bit reluctant”, after a minute he followed me “Bring the others in” I beckoned “some of them have been in the house, some haven’t – call me if they don’t want to come.”

Six beaming faces stood holding their charges in the lounge room.  “I’ll get the camera,” my partner announced, “this looks like a Kodak moment!”  Students proudly posed for their photos hugging their llamas.  This certainly was the highlight of their day!  

Nine hours later (as the sun was setting), it was obvious that the 4 hours I had allocated was not enough.   I could see that the students gained much more from the hands-on experience than they did in the classroom.   

A week later Grace sorrowfully explained that her dream of breeding llamas would never be a reality because her husband was determined to retain the benefits of city life. She became amazed Grace when I told her she could agist (board) a llama at Llama Magic and has since bought a pregnant llama with cria at foot. Amanda has a couple of ducks and chooks for eggs, but fell in love with, the alpaca cria she had cuddled.  Amanda’s husband, Bob, realized that nothing less would do for Amanda’s birthday present than Apricot Delight (the alpaca cria).  Amanda’s alpaca herd is rapidly expanding with Apricot’s second cria just born.  

Raising Livestock – the Backyard & Beyond Workshop while very popular, is an overview of lots of livestock, and some students have more specific needs – so I developed Alpacas & Llamas for Fun & Profit,  The Magic of Donkeys,  and several other workshops.

There are financial benefits from running workshops and I love to encourage people to have an interest in livestock and rural life, but most of all I enjoy meeting interesting people, several of whom are now close friends.  Students, llama and alpaca customers, and agistees, all seem to gain enormous pleasure form their visits to Llama Magic, many returning over and over again.  They see the magic at Llama Magic!

