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EACH NEW DAY, when they come out from the far side of the barn, it is like th
next act, or the start of an entirely new play.

They amble out from the far side of the barn with their rhythmic, graceful walk
and it is an occasion, like the start of a parade.

Sometimes the second and third come out in stately procession while the ﬁrs
has stopped and stands still, staring.

They come out from behind the barn as though something is going to happen
and then nothing happens.

Or we pull back the curtain in the morning and they are already there, in th
early sunlight.

They are a deep, inky black. It is a black that swallows light.
Their bodies are entirely black, but they have white on their faces. On the face
of two of them, there are large patches of white, like a mask. On the face of th
third, there is only a small patch on the forehead, the size of a silver dollar.

They are motionless until they move again, one foot and then another—fore
hind, fore, hind—and stop in another place, motionless again.

So often they are standing completely still. Yet when I look up again a few
minutes later, they are in another place, again standing completely still.

When they all three stand bunched together in a far corner of the ﬁeld by th
woods, they form one dark irregular mass, with twelve legs.

They are often crowded together in the large ﬁeld. But sometimes they lie dow
far apart from each other, evenly spaced over the grass.

Today, two appear halfway out from behind the barn, standing still. Ten minutes
go by. Now they are all the way out, standing still. Another ten minutes go by
Now the third is out and they are all three in a line, standing still.

The third comes out into the ﬁeld from behind the barn when the other tw
have already chosen their spots, quite far apart. She can choose to join either one
She goes deliberately to the one in the far corner. Does she prefer the company o
that cow, or does she prefer that corner, or is it more complicated—that tha
corner seems more appealing because of the presence of that cow?

Their attention is complete, as they look across the road: They are still, and fac
us.
Just because they are so still, their attitude seems philosophical.

I see them most often out the kitchen window over the top of a hedge. My view
of them is bounded on either side by leafy trees. I am surprised that the cows ar
so often visible, because the portion of the hedge over which I see them is onl
about three feet long, and, even more puzzling, if I hold my arm straight out i
front of me, the ﬁeld of my vision in which they are grazing is only the length o
half a ﬁnger. Yet that ﬁeld of vision contains a part of their grazing ﬁeld that i
hundreds of square feet in area.

That one’s legs are moving, but because she is facing us directly she seems t
be staying in one place. Yet she is getting bigger, so she must be coming this way

One of them is in the foreground and two are farther back, in the middle groun
between her and the woods. In my ﬁeld of vision, they occupy together in th
middle ground the same amount of space she occupies alone in the foreground.

Because there are three, one of them can watch what the other two are doin
together.
Or, because there are three, two can worry about the third, for instance the on
lying down. They worry about her even though she often lies down, even thoug
they all often lie down. Now the two worried ones stand at angles to the othe
with their noses down against her, until at last she gets up.

They are nearly the same size, and yet one is the largest, one the middle-sized
and one the smallest.

One thinks there is a reason to walk briskly to the far corner of the ﬁeld, but th
other thinks there is no reason, and stands still where she is.
At first she stands still where she is, while the other walks away briskly, but the
she changes her mind, and follows.
She follows, but stops halfway there. Is it that she has forgotten why she wa
going there, or that she has lost interest? She and the other are standing i
parallel positions. She is looking straight ahead.

How often they stand still and slowly look around as though they have neve
been here before
But now, in an access of emotion, she trots a few feet.

I see only one cow, by the fence. As I walk up to the fence, I see part of a secon
cow: one ear sticking sideways out the door of the barn. Soon, I know, her whol
face will appear, looking at me.

They are not disappointed in us, or do not remember being disappointed. If, on
day, when we have nothing to oﬀer them, they lose interest and turn away, they
will have forgotten their disappointment by the next day. We know, because they
look up when we first appear, and don’t look away.

Sometimes they advance as a group, in little relays.
One gains courage from the one in front of her and moves forward a few step
passing her by just a little. Now the one farthest back gains courage from the on
in front and moves forward until she, in turn, is the leader. And so in this way
taking courage from each other, they advance, as a group, toward the strang
thing in front of them.
In this, functioning as a single entity, they are not unlike the small ﬂock o
pigeons we sometimes see over the railway station, wheeling and turning in th
sky continuously, making immediate small group decisions about where to g
next.

When we come close to them, they are curious and come forward. They want t
look at us and smell us. Before they smell us, they blow out forcefully, to clea
their passages.

They like to lick things—a person’s hand or sleeve, or the head or shoulders o
back of another cow. And they like to be licked: while she is being licked, sh
stands very still with her head slightly lowered and a look of deep concentration i
her eyes.
One may be jealous of another being licked: she thrusts her head under th
outstretched neck of the one licking, and butts upward till the licking stops.

Two of them are standing close together: now they both move at the sam
moment, shifting into a diﬀerent position in relation to each other, and then stan

still again, as if following exactly the instructions of a choreographer.

Now they shift so that there is a head at either end and two thick leg-clusters i
between.

After staying with the others in a tight clump for some time, one walks away b
herself to the far corner of the ﬁeld: at this moment, she does seem to have
mind of her own.

Lying down, seen from the side, her head up, feet bent in front of her, she form
a long, very acute triangle.

Her head, from the side, is nearly an isosceles triangle, but with a blunted angl
where her nose is.

In a moment of solitary levity, as she leads the way out across the ﬁeld, sh
bucks once and then prances.

Two of them are beginning a lively game of butt-your-head when a car goes b
and they stop to look.

She bucks, stiﬄy rocking back and forth. This excites another one to butt head
with her. After they are done butting heads, the other one puts her nose bac
down to the ground and this one stands still, looking straight ahead, as thoug
wondering what she just did.

Forms of play: head butting; mounting, either at the back or at the fron
trotting away by yourself; trotting together; going oﬀ bucking and prancing b
yourself; resting your head and chest on the ground until they notice and tro
toward you; circling each other; taking the position for head-butting and then no
doing it.

She moos toward the wooded hills behind her, and the sound comes back. Sh
moos again in a high falsetto. It is a very small sound to come from such a large
dark animal.

Today, they are positioned exactly one behind the next in a line, head to tail
head to tail, as though coupled like the cars of a railway train, the ﬁrst lookin
straight forward like the headlight of the locomotive.

The shape of a black cow, seen directly head-on: a smooth black oval, larger a
the top and tapering at the bottom to a very narrow extension, like a tear drop.

Standing with their back ends close together, now, they face three of the fou
cardinal points of the compass.

Sometimes one takes the position for defecating, her tail, raised, in the curve
shape of a pump handle.

They seem expectant this morning, but it is a combination of two things: th
strange yellow light before a storm and their alert expressions as they listen to
loud woodpecker.

Spaced out evenly over the pale yellow-green grass of late November, one, two
and three, they are so still, and their legs so thin, in comparison to their bodie
that when they stand sideways to us, sometimes their legs seem like prongs, an
they seem stuck to the earth.

How ﬂexible, and how precise, she is: she can reach one of her back hoofs a

the way forward, to scratch a particular spot inside her ear.

It is the lowered head that makes her seem less noble than, say, a horse, or
deer surprised in the woods. More exactly, it is her lowered head and neck. As sh
stands still, the top of her head is level with her back, or even a little lower, and s
she seems to be hanging her head in discouragement, embarrassment, or shame
There is at least a suggestion of humility and dullness about her. But all thes
suggestions are false.

He says to us: they don’t really do anything.
Then he says: But of course there is not a lot for them to do.

Their grace: as they walk, they are more graceful when seen from the side tha
when seen from the front. Seen from the front, as they walk, they tip just a littl
from side to side.
When they are walking, their forelegs are more graceful than their back leg
which appear stiffer.

The forelegs are more graceful than the back legs because they lift in a curve
whereas the back legs lift in a jagged line like a bolt of lightning.
But perhaps the back legs, while less graceful than the forelegs, are mor
elegant.

It is because of the way the joints in the legs work: Whereas the two lower joint
of the front leg bend the same way, so that the front leg as it is raised forms
curve, the two lower joints of the back leg bend in opposite directions, so that th
leg, when raised, forms two opposite angles, the lower one gentle, pointin
forward, the upper one sharp, pointing back.

Now, because it is winter, they are not grazing, but only standing still and
staring, or, now and then, walking here and there.

It is a very cold winter morning, just above zero degrees, but sunny. Two o
them stand still, head to tail, for a very long time, oriented roughly east-wes
They are probably presenting their broad sides to the sun, for warmth.
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