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From the farm
Amanda Owen

T

he first week of June always feels
like a milestone: all winter’s woes
are firmly behind us, lambing
over, grass growing, cows out on
the moor and it’s now going to be long,
hot days filled with sunshine. That’s the
dream, anyway.
Summer brings its own challenges.
The sheep misbehave and keep breaking
back into the hay meadows – you’re only

Two of the children enjoy a refreshing
dip in one of the becks which run
through the farm
ever as strong as your weakest point and
our wiliest sheep can seek out and sneak
through a hole in a fence or scramble over
a low wall with comparative ease. The
grass truly is greener on the other side
but it is not the grass they consume on
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their forays into forbidden territory
which upsets me the most but the
damage they cause en route. In their
eagerness to trespass they can knock
the topstones off our drystone walls,
where they lay hidden until July
when they are found by the mower.
Haytime will then grind to a halt, literally,
while the broken mower blades are
replaced.
The wayward sheep trail through the
grass, flattening it in their wake and, with
no artificial fertilisers used, every blade of
grass is precious. I suppose, in the sheep’s

“Plunging into the cool
waters of one of our becks is a
fantastic way to end the day”
eyes, they are living for the moment,
certainly not considering how welcome
the sweet taste of summer will be in the
depths of the winter to come.
Our species-rich traditional hay meadows are a sight to behold, predominantly
yellow with a profusion of king cups in
the waterlogged valley bottoms. The drier
slopes are speckled with shades of purple:
common orchids, melancholy thistle and
devil’s-bit scabious. The patchwork mosaic
patterns of irregular fields, many with
barns in which hay was once stored, are a
magnificent sight to behold and although
many are now no longer in use I am proud
to say that we still use two or three for their
original purpose.
One of our more substantial barns has
been converted into what can only be
described as a play barn but, before the
national park planners begin proceedings,
I should say that it is all very temporary.
A ladder is used to access the hayloft, in
which is set out crudely made furniture

crafted by the children from recycled
wooden pallets. The youngsters have spent
many happy hours down there building
beds, tables and chairs. The last piece of
furniture to find its way into the open-plan
accommodation was a circular wooden
pipe reel that is now a coffee table.
A campfire was lit outside on the evening
of the first proposed sleepover and a fine
meal was enjoyed by the happy campers,
all nine of them. Night fell; Nancy and
Clemmy, the little ones, came back to the
farmhouse with Clive and myself; the rest
zipped themselves into their sleeping bags
and apparently dozed, listening to the sweet
sound of the evening’s birdsong. What
exactly happened next I’m not entirely sure
of but it culminated in a mass exodus. There
were many different versions of events;
some featured scratching rodents, others
the screeches of owls and flapping bats. The
play barn now resembles the Marie Celeste
– everything perfectly in place but no one
in residence. There have been mutterings
of a return visit but on the proviso that
I, too, stay the night. We will see about
that!
Swimming is one of the joys of living
where we do; at the end of the day to be
able to strip off and take the plunge into
the peaty, cool waters of one of our becks
is a fantastic way to end the day.
Myself and the children all swam on
New Year’s Day just to prove that it could
be done and that we are as hardy and
wild as the hills that we hail from. Fiveyear-old Annas was excited to learn that
she would be taking swimming lessons
as part of the school curriculum. I enquired
afterwards as to how the lesson had gone.
Yes, she had enjoyed it very much, but she
couldn’t hide her surprise that, in her own
words, “the water was in an ’ouse!” M

