
FORTY WINKS 

Forty winks stood alone in her field on the hill.  The two carthorses in the field just below 
hers were there, but they were not alone they had each other. Forty listened to them 
neighing and whispering to each other in the adjoining field.  Forty had tried on several 
occasions to talk to them, but they didn't seem to like her braying.  They would snort at 
her, and together run down to the far end of their field away from her.  Forty thought she 
made an interesting noise it was louder and longer than theirs.  Perhaps the horses were 
jealous, they couldn't make such a noise.  Perhaps that was it, thought Forty Winks.  
Whatever, the reason, it meant she was alone, quiet and lonely in her field on the hill. 

It hadn't always been like this.  Her owners were Fred and Martha and they lived in 
Primrose Cottage next to her field.  She worked for Fred.  Fred was her Master.  
Sometimes Forty didn't like the work she did, and would wish she could stay in her field, 
graze on the grass and have her “Forty Winks” every now and then; but on the whole she 
liked most of the jobs she had to do.  A year ago, Fred died, and Martha, who was a little 
older than Fred suffered badly with arthritis and was unable to lead Forty down into 
Penzance to work.  Martha also felt that the donkey was getting old like her, and so she 
may enjoy retirement.  She made sure she had fresh water and was fed every day, though 
this time of the year she had plenty of lush grass to eat, so Martha only checked her water 
about every other day.  There were days then when she saw no-one.  On such days, like 
this, she would stand by the gate willing people to come by to stroke her nose and rub the 
top of her head between her ears.  The hill was steep, and so unless people had to come 
up to see Martha in the cottage, or the farmer who lived a little way farther up the lane, 
then there were no passers-by.  She could hear lots going on, down below in Penzance, 
and she wished she could be down there in the hustle and bustle and seeing the people.  
Then she would hear Paul the farmer's lad, come to get the horses out of the adjoining 
field, and hear him talking to them, and hitching them up to the cart to start work for the 
day.  Where were they going, who and what would they see.  Forty so wished, that they'd 
talk to her about their day’s adventures, through the hedge, when they returned.  She 
knew if she tried her braying to get their attention, they would just run away together down 
to the other end of the field, like they always did.  She was left wondering what they did, 
when they left the field; probably she'd never know. Day after lonely day passed by. 

Then one day she heard a strange noise, what was that?  Was someone talking to her?  
The noise came from the gateway.  Forty began to walk over to the gate and started 
braying in answer to the noise.  There sitting in the long grass, was a young boy crying.  
He looked up and saw Forty looking over the gate at him.  He instantly stopped crying and 
walked over to stroke the donkey's nose and stroke her ears.  Bliss absolute bliss Forty 
thought to herself, and every now and then she'd bray and look down at the boy's face.   

“My name is Tom”, the boy told Forty. “Do you like me stroking you?”  Tom was sure Forty 
nodded her head saying “Yes”.  Tom felt a lot happier he'd now got his very own friend.    
Tom explained to Forty why he was crying.  “I've four older sisters, one of them is quite 
nice, but the other three are always teasing me.  I'm at school now, and I can't write all that 
well and I don't know my sums either, and then the teacher tells me off, and my sisters all 
laugh at me.  Today I got so fed up I tore some pages out of my exercise book, just before 
going home time, because the teacher said I had to stop behind, afterwards to do my 
spelling test again.  Ruby, the sister who's nice to me, tried to help, but then it was time for 
them all to go home and I was left with the teacher.  In the end after trying to do the 



spelling, she said I'd better go home as it was getting late.  I didn't want to go home, as my 
sisters would already have told my mother, all about it, and I'd get another telling off, so 
I've run away.”  Forty listened twitching her ears this way and that.  Oh dear, what a tale.  
Tom felt all alone.  Forty knew how that felt. What could she do to help the young boy?  
Then she had an idea, they were both lonely, now they'd found one another Tom could 
live in the field in her stable and play with her, she could give him rides, just like she used 
to give children rides down in the town.  Forty suddenly felt quite alive again.  She walked 
over to the latch on the gate and started rubbing her nose on it.  Tom looked and realised 
she wanted Tom to open it.  At first Tom wasn't sure if he should, but he was already in 
trouble, with the teacher and probably his mother for not going home, so what did it matter, 
if he opened the gate.  Did the donkey want to get out of the field?  So gently Tom lifted 
the rope that was holding the gate to, but the donkey ran off across the field and Tom at 
first thought she was frightened, just then Forty the donkey came running back towards 
him, and nudged him in the back with her nose, and she kept nudging him further and 
further into the field, and just over the brow of the hill, he could see quite a large wooden 
building, a stable.  There was a lovely fresh supply of straw to sleep on.  Next Forty lead 
him to the far corner of the field behind the stable to a fresh spring.  Tom was puzzled why 
did Forty want to show him these things?  

Just then, Paul the farmer's son came into the adjoining field returning the two carthorses 
after a day's work.  “I must go now” Tom said to the donkey, and Forty sadly followed him 
down to the gate.  Then Forty laid down by the gate, “Come on you must move I can't 
open the gate.”  Forty did not move.  “I'll have to climb over the gate then” said Tom.  Forty 
then stood up, preventing Tom from climbing the gate.  “You don't want to let me go do 
you” young Tom said to the donkey.  Forty brayed and once again shook her head, as if to 
say “No”.  Tom thought to himself, I'm going to get told off anyway, so if I stay away one 
night, I can't get any more told off.  Tom gave up trying to leave and as he started to walk 
towards the stable Forty came behind him, gave him a gentle nudge and lowered her 
head.  Tom realised Forty was inviting him to climb on her back. Gently Tom climbed on 
Forty's back and walked around and around the field.  It was now dark, night had fallen.  
Together they went to the stable and both fell fast asleep in the straw. The following day 
they went together to the Spring for a drink of water and once again, Tom climbed on 
Forty's back for a ride around the field.  What an adventure, he didn't care if he went 
home, or went to that horrid school again, he could live like this for ever and ever. 

Martha approached slowly with her stick through a side gate from the cottage into the field 
she was carrying some things in a bucket.  Tom ran and hid in the straw in the stable, 
hoping he wouldn't be found.  He heard Martha talking kindly to the donkey and she was 
giving her carrots, and something in a bucket to eat.  Tom suddenly felt hungry.  He 
realised he'd not eaten anything, since the day before sometime.  If he came out of his 
hiding place, she may give him something to eat, then he'd have to go home, and he knew 
Forty didn't want him to leave, she'd loved Tom's company and in return Tom loved Forty, 
who had suddenly brought so much happiness into his life.  Tom felt they must always 
stay together now.  

“My goodness, boy, where have you come from?” 

“The stable, I slept there overnight with the donkey.” 



“You must be starving.  Better come into the cottage, and I'll get you a bite to eat.  Where 
do you live, won't your parents be worried?”  As Tom ate his breakfast, he told Martha all 
about the day before, how he met the donkey and he'd given him rides around the field, 
and prevented him from getting out of the gate, and seemed to want him to stay in her 
stable. 

“I'm sure you're right Tom, I know she's missed Fred, as much as I have, but you see I 
can't possibly lead her up and down this hill into Penzance each day giving donkey rides 
and taking flowers and vegetables to sell at market  The rides and sale of flowers and 
veggies and giving donkey rides was how we made a living.  Now I have none, but I get by 
living off my own produce and exchanging some foods for something else with other folk 
around here.”  

“Perhaps I could stay and help you.” 

“It would be lovely Tom if you could, but your parents may not think it such a good idea.” 

“I don't think, Mum will worry too much.  I've four sisters.  None of them like me, except 
Ruby, she's quite nice.  I don't have a Dad he was a fisherman and was lost at sea a little 
while ago.” 

“You're the man of the house, Tom, your Mum won't want to lose you, will she?” 

“Mum and my sisters take in washing, mend nets and do dressmaking, I don't really fit in 
with any of that.” 

“I shall have to speak with your mother, Tom, before I can make any decisions.” 

“Oh please, please, don't make me go back home.  I want always to be close to Forty now, 
she's a very special donkey.  I had no friends, until l met her, I don't want to leave her 
ever.” 

“If I go home, Mum and my 4 sisters will stop me coming back up here.  I shall run away 
again and come here.” 

“What about if you lead Forty on his halter down to your home and explain to your mother 
and sisters what has happened.  They'll have to let you return, because you'll have to 
bring Forty back.” 

“That's a good idea, but will Forty let me lead her on a halter?  Do you think I'll be able to 
hold on to her?” 

“I can tell, from the short time I saw you this morning, young Tom, that you have a strong 
bond with each other.  She'll not pull you, or attempt to run away from you, she just wants 
to be with you.  It was how she was with Fred.” 

Martha gave Tom the harness and the halter and waved them off down the lane.  Forty 
walked slowly in pace with her new young Master, Tom.  Forty could not believe she was 
walking down this lane again, it was like a dream come true.  Where was Tom taking her? 
They walked on, now they were nearly in the town, she could see the Promenade, children 
playing with a skipping rope and a hoop and could hear their chatter and laughter. Would 



she take them for a ride, she wondered?  Not, on this occasion. Tom lead her onwards to 
the other side of town, and then he entered a garden and opened the door of the house 
and shouted inside. 

“Ma, I'm outside, I can't come in.” 

“Why ever not, and I've been so worried about you, not coming home last night.  Both 
myself and the school teacher, were out looking for you until dark, then on nearing the 
door said “Whatever are you doing with that animal, Tom.  You're always bringing trouble 
to my door.” 

“She's no trouble, her name is “Forty Winks” and she belongs to a woman called Martha 
who lives in Primrose Cottage, nearly at the top of St. Paul's hill.  Forty Winks is my best 
friend.” Just then all four sisters crowded into the hall behind their mother, asking 
questions about the donkey.  Tom had never had so much attention showered on him. 

“I've come to ask permission, for me to go and live with Martha, and look after Forty and 
help her in the garden and the house.  Please say I can go.” 

“Yes, you can go, but I'll need to come and speak with Martha, see where she lives and if 
you get up to any mischief at all, then she's to send you straight back here is that 
understood. Don't forget, you've still got to attend school.  

“I understand and promise not to let anyone down.  Forty means a lot to me, as I do to her, 
we really understand one another, and Martha, her owner is a lovely lady.” 

“Just wait a moment whilst I get a hat and coat, I'll come back with you now to see Martha 
and where she lives.”  This wasn't quite what Tom had in mind, but he supposed he'd have 
to go along with it. Then a chorus of girl’s voices from his four sisters asking if they could 
come as well, saying can we take it in turns to lead the donkey.  “Does she give donkey 
rides?” 

Tom felt that his family were seeing him for the first time.  Forty though, was his, and he 
wasn't going to share her with his sisters for a long time.  They'd teased and tormented 
him and got other school children to do the same; they'd been real bullies, and they 
weren't going to spoil this moment for him.  Ruby his one sister, though, was different, she 
had cared about him, and hadn't joined in the teasing & torment.  Tom would make an 
exception in Ruby's case she could have a ride on Forty's back one day.  He felt the 
others were now too big and heavy for Forty anyway. 

Tom and his mother left the house, to return to Martha's cottage; Tom leading Forty on her 
halter.  When they got a little closer to the Promenade, where a lot of young children were 
playing Forty pulled gently on her halter to go that way.  Tom stroking her said “Do you 
want to see the children Forty?” and to the amazement of Tom and his mother Forty 
started to bray and shake her head up and down. 

“Look at that, Mum, she's saying yes.”  Tom's mother had to admit, that her son and the 
donkey, really did have a good understanding of each other.  A lot of the children, ran up 
and stroked and spoke to her and said to Tom “Is this really Forty?  We've not seen her for 
a long time, please can we have a ride on her?” 



“I'm sorry, this is her first day out for nearly two years, she's walked a long way today and 
still has a little way to go, but another day, maybe.”  They walked on making their way to 
go up St. Paul's Hill, when they heard coming behind them, the sound of horse’s hooves 
and Paul shouting after them.  He was taking the carthorses back to their field. 

“What are you doing with Martha's donkey?” Paul shouted.  Before Tom had chance to 
speak his mother said that her son, Tom was looking after the donkey for Martha, in quite 
a firm no-nonsense voice.  With that Paul and the two carthorses passed them, almost 
pushing them into the hedge, and walked on by. 

“What a rude boy” his mother remarked. “Is it much farther, up this hill, young Tom?” 

“Yes, mother, I told you she lives very nearly at the top.”  On reaching Primrose Cottage, 
Martha welcomed Tom's mother into the cottage, whilst Tom went to put Forty Winks in 
her field.  Tom removed the halter and harness from Forty's head and neck, and gently 
rubbed her nose, and stroked her ears and reached up to put his arms round her neck, but 
he couldn't quite get his arms right around her neck, as he was too short, but he could 
reach high enough to touch her neck and scratch under her neck, she turned this way and 
that, oh what a day she had, experienced, what a day.  Tom explained to her, that he had 
to go and see Martha and his Mum in the cottage, so he went through the side gate into 
the cottage garden, and Forty followed her new master to the gate, brayed loudly and then 
walked back to her stable to bed down for the night.  After Martha and Tom's mother had, 
talked things through, it was decided, that Tom could live there with Martha, but he must 
still attend school. 

Tom was up every morning, looking after Forty.  The children no longer bullied him at 
school, because, they hoped they could have a donkey ride.  Tom told the children, they 
would have to wait, until he thought Forty was fit enough, because she hadn't given rides 
for a long time, and it took quite a lot out of her just making the long walk onto the 
Promenade. He would have to get Martha's advice.  Tom's teacher overheard the 
conversation, and at the end of school asked Tom to stay behind. 

“Oh no, Miss, no, I've not done anything naughty, why have I got to stay behind.  I've got to 
get back to look after Forty for Martha, they will both be looking out for me.” 

“Quiet Tom, just listen to me, I want to talk to you without all the other children here. You 
are getting on much better with your reading and sums, and you seem to be getting along 
with the other children better.  I am pleased with you.  If the children are wanting to have 
rides, why not tell them to go to Forty's field and she will give them rides there.  There will 
have to be a small payment like they did when Fred took the donkey on the Promenade, 
but, it will mean Forty will see the children without having to go so far, Martha will have a 
little money coming in, which I'm sure she would appreciate and also Martha could sell her 
flowers, fruit, eggs and vegetables from the cottage door to the children's parents.  
Everyone would be happy.  What do you think Tom?” 

On reaching Primrose Cottage, Tom and his teacher met Martha at the gate.  

“Hello, is it convenient for me to have a talk with you?” the teacher asked. 

“Yes, I suppose so, but what has young Tom been up to?” 



“Oh no, he's not done anything naughty, ever since he's been here with you and has Forty 
to look after, he's a very good boy.” 

“Then why are you here?” 

“The children at school, all want to see Forty again, they all thought either she'd died or 
been sold, after you sadly lost your husband.  The other day when they saw Tom walking 
through town with her, they were all so happy and wanted rides again.  I understand from 
Tom, that Forty was very tired after going up and down St. Paul's Hill, and Tom thinks 
walking her down to the Promenade would be too much, on top of giving rides as well.  
What I thought was, perhaps, if you agreed, the children would of course have to pay for a 
ride, as before, but they could come to the field, and play with the donkey and give her 
treats. Parents could purchase the produce from your market garden at the kitchen door, 
so everything could happen just here, and you would have an income, you'd see a lot of 
people, and Forty would love to give rides and see the children.  Please think about  
it.” 

“Yes, I think it's a very good idea.  Will you perhaps put a notice up in the school telling 
parents they can purchase, eggs, vegetables, fruit and flowers at the cottage door and 
saying donkey rides will be available and every child can have one free ride if the parents 
by produce at the door, other donkey rides will be a penny.” 

“I will put up a notice in the school, post office and fish market the very next day.” 

Martha walked out through the gate into the field, there were no sign of either donkey or 
boy.  She called out but there was no answer, she secretly felt a little worried, but all 
worries were soon overcome, when she peered into the stable, and there, laid in the straw 
side by side fast asleep were Tom and Forty Winks. 

Written by Penelope Manford 

NOTE: 
This story was inspired by the following paintings: 
Forty Winks 1892 – by Fred Hall 
School is Out 1889 – by Elizabeth Adela Forbes 
On Paul Hill 1922 – by Stanhope Alexander Forbes 
Ruby 1909 – by Thomas Cooper Gotch 


