20 COLUMN

From the farm
Amanda Owen

I have invested in a new
sheepdog, Taff

T

here is now an autumnal nip in
the air, few leaves remain on the
trees and the nights are well and
truly drawing in. The harvest of
the hills is in full swing; the auction marts
are awash with sheep.
Farmers from the length and breadth of
the country descend upon our two local
market towns, Hawes and Kirkby Stephen,
looking to buy the hardy native bred sheep
from the hill farms.

We have spent weeks preening our
sale sheep, aiming to have them looking
their best as they go into the ring. Untidy
stray hairs around their eyes are carefully
plucked out with tweezers; the resulting
neat look is a direct contrast to my bushy
brows, which don’t command this same
attention to detail. Their faces are then
washed; the children help with the liberal
application of soap via a big car-washing
sponge. Rinsing is a highly prized task: all
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the children want to be in charge of the
hosepipe. We have even managed to rig up
a warm water system as, unsurprisingly,
the sheep prefer this. Then, a tint of colour
is sprayed on to their fleeces and that’s it.
It’s always surprising that the sheep finish
up looking cleaner, yet the children seem
dirtier. You’d have thought that the soap
and water partnership would have worked
in unison.
I have invested in a new sheepdog, a
well-bred rough-coated type with huge
paws, a wide brow and pricked ears, from
behind which grows a mane of coarse

“It isn’t just the gimmer
lambs that have headed for
pastures new”
hair. He is as big in personality as he is
in physical stature. I went to look at him
at home; he put on a good show in the
hands of the vendor, taking great lolloping
strides around the field, a sharp whistle
stopped him in his tracks and he nicely
held the sheep up without ever biting or
snapping at their heels. A week’s trial was
agreed upon, whereby I got the chance to
see how he performed for me. Initially, we
had a scale up, he did everything wrong
but seeing his kind temperament when
around the children and his easygoing
nature meant that we shook hands on a
deal to keep Taff.
We have recently speaned (weaned)
our gimmer (female) lambs that we are
keeping to replenish our flock, and they
have also been receiving attention. They
can look forward to a winter holiday in
kinder climes but before they embark on
their journey to the sunnier, warmer and,
essentially, grassier, Eden Valley they need
their vaccinations. They will stay away for

the duration of the winter, returning to
Ravenseat in April when, hopefully, the
snow will have melted and spring will have
arrived.
It isn’t just the gimmer lambs that have
headed for pastures new, as Raven, my
oldest daughter, has also left the relative
safety of the fold. University beckons, the
bright lights and a new civilised life in York.
Although distance-wise not too far away (I
have been reliably informed that laundry
can be brought home on a weekend) and
reassuringly still northern enough that
dinnertime is at... dinnertime and teatime
at... teatime, it is, nevertheless, worlds
apart from our life in Swaledale. Before she
left, we were told that her bed must remain
untouched, and her dog allowed to sleep in
its usual spot, at the bottom of the duvet.
In fact, it was the very thought of leaving
Pippen, her elderly terrier, that had given
her pangs of homesickness.
It was while we were sitting on the
sofa discussing the finite details of her
departure that Chalky, the other terrier,
marched purposefully into the living
room, tail aloft, seemingly very pleased
with herself as she held triumphantly in
her mouth a mummified dead rat. No one
batted an eyelid. Raven conceded that,
although there’s no place like home, there
were certain aspects of life at Ravenseat
that she would not miss.
The stream of walkers and visitors to the
farm has dwindled this week, and from
now on we concentrate our efforts solely
on the sheep. It’s six months of dealing
with tourists and six months of solitude
dealing with the sheep. It is, of course,
over the coming six months that the
sheep need their shepherd the most and,
although I don’t wish to seem antisocial,
I am thoroughly looking forward to it. M

