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From the farm
Amanda Owen

Home for the holidays

T

he school holidays are almost
over. As usual they have flown by,
and although it hasn’t been wallto-wall sunshine for the duration
there have been enough decent breaks in
the weather to let us get in the crop and
finish clipping the sheep.
The general consensus is that our
summer has been a “growy” one.
Predominantly warm and intermittently

wet, so grass has grown and during this
time of plenty the animals have thrived.
Peeling the fleeces from the sheep when
we clipped was a doddle; no bony hooks
to contend with, they were well fleshed
and strong. The humid conditions did
bring with them a problem that we don’t
usually encounter – flystrike. I am not
squeamish – one couldn’t be in this line
of work – but I admit that I utterly detest
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maggots. After one moorland gather, as we
drove the bleating flock of sheep, I spotted
the tell-tale sign that all was not well with
one of the tup lambs. Flies buzzing around
its horn, a drooping lug and it repeatedly
shaking its head.
I announced to the children that being
a shepherdess was not all about the
niceties, standing among the heather with
your sheepdog at your side and the wind
blowing through your hair. There were
unpleasant but equally necessary duties
to be conducted. This was to be one of
them. I am not going to go into too much
gruesome detail: all I shall confer is that
the issue was rectified while the children
watched the procedure, wide-eyed and
open-mouthed.
It could hardly have been an hour later

“I don’t particularly relish
the idea of the children
going back to school”
when the guests who were booked into
the shepherd’s hut arrived. A little girl, of
similar age to Annas, clutching a large pink
appliquéd toy lamb. Clemmy and Nancy
looked at the toy enviously; Annas seemed
unimpressed and glanced over it with an
air of nonchalance.
“My lamb’s got a heart on it,” said the
little girl, sweetly.
“My lamb’s got maggots on it,” said
Annas, defiantly.
Clive announced that he’d had to
tighten his belt. I took this as meaning
that we were to be watching the pennies,
economising, but he was talking literally.
Being without our quad bikes (they were
stolen last month) has left us leaner; we
have walked where previously we’d have
ridden the bike. The horses have benefited

from being brought back into work, and
gathering the sheep and checking on the
cows in the high pastures has been a far
more pleasurable experience. The stock,
and indeed the wildlife, take little notice of
the person on horseback, so you really get
to see what is going on: birds, hares and
even a lizard. Sunbathing beside a rocky
outcrop, he’d have definitely scarpered
upon hearing an engine! Most of all, our
sheepdogs have really had to step up to
the mark. They have come on leaps and
bounds owing to our increasing reliance
on their athletic abilities.
I don’t particularly relish the idea of
the children going back to school. I try to
stay upbeat while searching for crumpled
school uniforms and mouldering
sandwich boxes that were discarded six
weeks previously when it seemed like
the holidays would go on forever. A
feeling of guilt descends when talk turns
to homework, the obligatory “what I
did during the summer holidays” essay.
Regret that I didn’t take them on a foreign
holiday, didn’t go to the seaside or, indeed,
anywhere – the little ones didn’t leave the
farm, other than the annual trip to Muker
Show. The older children ventured further
but not out of the dale. Reuben spent an
afternoon helping out with the clear-up
after the floods at Reeth; this was a lesson
in itself in the fragility and the power of
Mother Nature. So, they write about their
new chickens, grooming and riding the
horses and watching the shooting stars on
the night that they camped out. Thinking
about it, I came to the conclusion that
they never actually left the classroom: they
learn a lot from being at home on the farm,
facts of life and death, nature, wildlife
and the rebuilding of bridges, walls and
community spirit. M

