CHAPTER ELEVEN

Claude

Claude was speechless. He looked around in amazement. He
had no idea the world was this big and flat, and the sky so
limitless. We had just picked him up from Beaverlake Road.
His three sibling geese had been murdered by a raccoon quite
recently and Claude was grieving ever since that traumatic
incident. His owners had put him behind closed doors in their
garage and then placed an ad on-line in Used Victoria. I do
not go to this site very often, but we had just had four casualties among our chickens, killed either by an owl or coon. I
had been checking the ads under Poultry. Sometimes people
replace their hens and are looking for a retirement home for
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the old ones that are past their prime and are less productive
in laying eggs. Instead I came across an ad of a lonely goose,
free to a good home, not the pot. So we phoned and arranged
to pick him up. The owners were delighted. Claude had made
quite the mess in their garage and his constant calling had
saddened them. He was an easy catch and, while we were
chatting with the owners, Claude sat quietly in the back of
the truck in the dog cage we had brought along. He was still
hunkering down in his cage when we parked the truck on
our driveway. He did not even protest when he got his wings
clipped. He seemed to accept his fate and whatever might be
coming next. But then he was lifted over the fence and gently
set down in the pasture.
After taking in his new surroundings for several
minutes Claude hesitantly took a few steps, stopped and
then slowly kept on walking towards the end of the field.
It amazed me how fast our lone goose, Miss Blanche, had
spotted him. She came running to have a closer look at this
handsome stranger. Claude acted very civilized when she
approached him but, sad to say, he did not seem to be overly
interested in her excited advances. He acknowledged her
alright but after a few seconds started walking again. Oh,
well, to each his own.
Frans and I left, convinced that after his walk-about
he would come back. We were not too concerned. He could
not go beyond the fenced-in pasture and since his wings had
been clipped, neither could he fly away. But when I looked for
Claude late in the afternoon he was nowhere to be seen and
the following morning the only goose among the sheep was
Miss Blanche. The most probable place to find him would be
the irrigation pond at the far corner of our property.
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Claude in the pond.

Claude and Miss Blanche.
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After doing the barn chores Frans walked down to the
dugout and sure enough, in addition to a Canada goose and
a couple of mallard ducks, there was Claude, gliding along
in the water. When Frans told me the news I grabbed my
camera and walked down. I spotted Claude sitting on a nest
of trampled down reeds. As soon as he saw me he took to the
water, peddling hard to get as far away from me as possible.
He obviously was in his element and did not want to take a
chance on being transported to another place yet again. Now
that we knew where he was and that he was fine we did not
worry about Claude any more.
Miss Blanche took a different point of view. She too
went down the far end of the pasture and I needed binoculars
to verify that the white spot on the dike was not Claude, but
indeed Miss Blanche. I had never seen her that far afield.
She did not join Claude in the pond. She probably never in
her entire life had been in deep water and she sure did not
dare to venture into it now. When her mate was still alive, I
would fill a plastic baby bath with water on hot summer days
and both would thoroughly enjoy themselves, preening and
splashing around in it. A few days later I even found Miss
Blanche sitting on her old nesting place in the far corner of
the sheep pen. Was she really pining for company of her own
kind now that she had seen the other goose?
She had come to our farm, with her mate, almost ten
years ago. Friends of ours had raised a number of goslings
for meat. Two were left and getting too big for the area they
were kept in. They became too noisy and too messy as well.
Their owners had been looking after these geese for five
years and wanted them gone. They were delighted when
Frans offered to take both of them off their hands. I was
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horrified. I had been chased by geese a number of times and
had never been too successful in fending them off. Frans
had to promise me that he would put them on the other
side of the fence surrounding the pasture and that became
their new territory. They thrived there, contentedly grazing
with the sheep.
After the geese came to our farm they soon got used
to us, but squawked loudly when anyone else came into their
field of vision. We could not have wished for a better alarm
system. In a way that was good. Sometimes people walking
the trail, curious to have a closer look at the pigs or sheep,
would wander onto our property uninvited, occasionally even
going into the barn. Now we would instantly be made aware
of their presence and could investigate who these trespassers
were and what they were doing.
We still pick up bread past or close to the expiry date,
for free to feed to the pigs. Our supply is so plentiful we put
the brown bread in a separate garbage pail for the sheep, but
now we make sure the bread is not moldy. In contrast to pigs
that have strong stomach acid, sheep are ruminants and mold
on the bread makes them sick. We learned that the hard way
when at one time we were losing our biggest and strongest
lambs for no reason apparent to us. The only reason we could
think of was that they were getting most of the bread. We
consulted the vet and he told us that bread was okay, as long
as there was no mold on it.
Miss Blanche and her mate loved the bread as much
as the sheep. But getting to it, they had to be fast and very
careful not to be stepped on by the sheep. It did not pose a
problem the first few years, but the gander, who was pretty
clumsy to start with, got slower in his movements. Then one
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day he got run over by a ewe. It probably broke his right foot
because he started to limp. He never fully recovered from the
accident and died a few months later. Miss Blanche showed
no great distress and seemed to accept the fact that now she
was just one of the flock of sheep.
But then, when Miss Blanche had seen another goose
and been made acutely aware of the fact she was NOT one
of the flock of sheep, she was determined to lure him out of
the dugout. And somehow she managed because a week or
so later there were two geese in the pasture! They became
inseparable, staying so close to each other they could have
been each other’s shadow. And where Claude had been gentlemanly quiet, he now managed to match Miss Blanche’s
squawking in decibels. It was good to see them so happy
together.
But again tragedy struck young Claude. A woman
walked the trail with her dog off-leash and as soon as it saw
the animals in the pasture, instinct took over from obedience
in this probably well-trained dog. One of our neighbours saw
it go through the fence, grab a goose by the neck and kill
it. When Frans lifted Miss Blanche up, Claude just stood
there, in shock, nailed to the ground, watching his mate
being carried away. When Miss Blanche did not return, he
called out for her long and loud for hours, for days, for weeks.
Hearing his desperate calling, neighbours inquired what had
happened.
I checked on Used Victoria again, without success.
Then Michael told us about a place where he had done tree
work and where there was a flock of adopted geese. He was
sure the owner would be more than happy to part with one.
Within half an hour of our arrival at this place I was sitting
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in the truck again with a goose on my lap, although things
had not exactly gone as we had planned.
We introduced ourselves and told our story to the person
who had opened the door. The man grabbed a net on a long
pole and invited us to follow him. Passing a vegetable garden
and orchard we came to a field in the back of the property. A
flock of geese ran away as soon as they became aware of people
approaching. Their squawking was high pitched and obnoxiously loud. They did not look like Claude, an Emden goose,
either. After we came home I did some research and learned it
was a Chinese goose, the noisiest breed among geese.
The owner gave chase and soon one of the geese was
captured, held to the ground by the net. When he lifted the
goose, one of its feet got caught in the netting and a toe nail
got ripped off, causing blood to squirt out. Unintentionally it
was aimed straight at Frans’s pants. The owner stopped the
bleeding by putting pressure on the foot and walked towards
the house again with us in tow. We were given a free goose
but had not brought anything to transport it in. The man
handed us a large plastic bag, big enough to fit around the
rear end of the goose and off we drove.
Having a goose on my lap, I quickly came to realize
how big, heavy and strong they really are. I had to keep it
in a tight arm lock but managed quite well until we came to
the highway. The traffic light for us was on red and when
we stopped, the goose got very agitated. Its head swiveled
from left to right, right to left, like it was watching a tennis
match: so many cars driving in both direction, whizzing past.
It kicked itself out of the plastic bag and I had a hard time
keeping it under control. I felt my lap getting moist, warm
and very smelly. Fortunately we were close to home.
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After the newcomer was lifted over the fence into the
pasture, I took a shower and dropped our clothes in the
washing machine. Outside an angry Claude was chasing
Pearl Buck. Being a Chinese goose, I had named it after
the author who had become famous for her stories about
China. But since we did not know whether it was a male
or female, we referred to it as PB. To Claude PB was an
intruder, different in appearance, squawking too loudly
and probably in a different language than Claude’s. He
did not want to have anything to do with PB. When I fed
them in the morning, Claude defended every bit of food
thrown over the fence, even when I tossed it at quite a
distance from him.

Claude and PB.
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It took months for Claude to tolerate PB, who never
strayed far from him. As long as Claude was served first PB
was now allowed to have his own breakfast. PB could go into
the tub with water, as long as Claude got first dips to preen
himself.
It made me realize that, when given enough food and
space, the need for companionship in social animals will overcome their differences. A lesson in acceptance? I am sure it is.
Claude will never be as close to PB as he was to Miss Blanche,
but he is close to being content in PB’s company.
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