
   [image: Cover: The Wisdom of Sheep & other Animals by  Rosamund Young ]


   
      
         
      [image: ]

      

   


   
      
          

          

          

         Full of surprises and wonderfully life-enhancing.  It gives a glimpse into a real but timeless agricultural world where wildflower meadows still thrive, work is hard and where an intuitive relationship between animals and humans makes the difference between success and failure. I heartily recommend it.' Charles Clover, Co-founder of Blue Marine Foundation
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            Why does the lamb love Mary so?

            The eager children cry;

            Why, Mary loves the lamb, you know,

            The teacher did reply.

            – Sara Josepha Hale, from
Poems for Our Children
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1
             INTRODUCTION 

            The Journey to Kite’s Nest

         

         It is the winter of 1947 and the village where I will be born in six years’ time is completely cut off from the outside world. The drifts are fifteen feet high, and my father and grandfather have worked all morning to dig a tunnel through the snow across the road from the farmhouse to the farmyard in order to milk the house cows and feed the sheep. My grandmother collects snow in every available receptacle to melt for water as all pipes are frozen.

         According to Grandpa’s journal, the first snow starts to fall on 18 January. It stays till the middle of April. It is many weeks before some of the village men manage to walk to the nearest town, but they return with just nine loaves. In the interim, my grandmother makes awful pastry with coarsely milled flour and lard; she doesn’t attempt bread. My mother, just twenty years old, develops pneumonia and Doctor King skis several miles across the fields to treat her.

         Once a day, whenever possible, the heavily pregnant ewes are encouraged to walk round the perimeter of the unfenced field known as Witchcraft, to give them the exercise they need to stay healthy. When lambing gets under way my grandfather brings two orphan lambs, Sally and David, to the house, to be reared by my mother and her younger sister. Only in such exceptional weather would my grandfather 2ever have permitted ‘pets’ of any kind in the house. A fire is lit in the sitting room every afternoon and allowed to die down slowly before bedtime. Sally investigates the embers and, as soon as she deems them sufficiently safe, lies down on top of them and stays there till daybreak. David curls up where the brown woollen blanket that hangs inside the blue-velvet door curtain gathers in a pool on the floor. Both of them become totally house-trained. They are fed on fresh cow’s milk and they thrive.

         As soon as they can venture outside, the two lambs invent a game they never tire of playing: bounding up the snow-covered road that separates the farmhouse and farmyard, climbing the stone granary steps, leaping off the top and jump, jump, jumping back to the garden gate to start again.

         
            *

         

         My mother’s father was thirty-nine when she was born and she was introduced to every aspect of farming from a very young age. When she was eighteen months old her sister arrived, followed six years later by her brother. A son to take over the farm was considered essential, and he was deemed the most important member of the family by everyone including his sisters.

         My mother became a lonely child, sent for extended ‘holidays’ to her paternal grandparents from the age of two. It was a daunting time; her grandmother was very kind, but seriously overworked and under-appreciated, and her 3grandfather authoritarian and difficult. He insisted that my mother eat everything on her plate, even if it took her two or three mealtimes. She later believed that it was the generally poor and unappetising food she received, both there and at home, that set her on the path to lifelong ill-health. From the age of four, she found an escape of sorts in reading. It seems likely that her family, like the theatre director Joan Littlewood’s, would have thought that ‘to be found reading would be worse than lying in bed all day’.

         In those days, everyone who lived on a farm became involved in the daily and seasonal round of work. When my mother was ten, her father told her to take a load of hay home. On asking how she would navigate the frighteningly narrow river bridge, she was assured the horse would ‘know’, and of course it did. My grandfather had been deeply affected at having been ordered to abandon his horse during the First World War, when the Warwickshire Yeomanry was disbanded and amalgamated with a foot regiment. According to my mother, as compensation he received just ten shillings (i.e. 50p, worth about £30 in today’s money). His devotion to horses never waned: he never learned to drive a car or tractor. Grandpa died unexpectedly when I was a baby, but my brother Richard was three and he remembers sitting on Grandpa’s knee and being given the reins to hold when driving through the village in a horse and cart. 4

         
            *

         

         My father was a first-generation farmer, inspired by a schoolfriend on whose father’s farm he learned to milk cows and love farming. His first job, at the age of fifteen, was delivering milk in seventeen-gallon churns by pony and trap in the town where he was born, doling out measures to the women who came out carrying jugs. They sometimes brought him freshly made cakes, and he loved every minute. After a tough apprenticeship on a Northumberland farm, he left his native county of Durham while still in his teens to milk the small herd of Dairy Shorthorns on the farm of my grandmother’s cousin, Jack Hodges, in Warwickshire. My mother, who was the same age and lived nearby, was invited to supper to meet him. As she leaned her bicycle against the wall, she saw my father’s kindness towards the cows and decided there and then that she would marry him. She wanted to spend her life with someone who cared about all animals. He insisted on cycling home with her later, lending her his scarf as the evening was chilly.

         
            *

         

         I was born in June 1953 in the cottage on my grandfather’s farm in the village of Condicote, but we moved when I was less than two weeks old to a remote smallholding in Clapton-on-the-Hill, rented from Gloucestershire County Council. It was truly off the beaten track but in the early evening of the first day, thirteen cats appeared on the doorstep asking to be fed! The fields were steep and the soil was heavy and 5waterlogged. It had been occupied since 1919 by an invalided First World War veteran. My father set about draining the wettest fields, digging almost a mile of trenches by hand with a ditching spade, laying red clay pipes in the bottom of the trenches and then back-filling with soil. We lived in a bungalow in the middle of nowhere, several hundred yards from the farm buildings, with magnificent views but no telephone, electricity, or easily accessible water supply, just a temperamental pump in the back kitchen. Within a few months, though, a telephone line and mains water were connected. Electricity was laid on too but the council wouldn’t pay to wire the bungalow, so my father did it himself.

         
            *

         

         There is a grainy photograph of me aged around two years, bottle-feeding a lamb in my grandmother’s orchard. It would be more than half a century before I was able to decide to keep sheep myself. The intervening years were spent with cows and pigs and hens. ‘Other people’ kept sheep and the only ones I ever saw were in huge flocks. I’m ashamed to say that I believed what I was so often told, that they didn’t have individual personalities.

         
            *

         

         Cows were not just part of our life but the very core of it. I helped to move the electric fence most days when I was not 6at school and tested its strength by holding a blade of grass to the wire, which gave me a small shock rather than the powerful one I occasionally got by accidentally touching the wire itself. I roamed freely among the cows from the time I could walk. Only Susan was a bit inclined to toss her head, so we always walked behind rather than in front of her. I frequently picnicked in fields of cows, or sunbathed, eyes closed, without the tiniest worry that they would harm me. They often surrounded me, snuffling at me with grassy breath and licking my wellington boots.

         My days were filled with the routine of school, before the excited rush home to be on the farm. One of my jobs was bucket-rearing calves. We milked a herd of pedigree Ayrshires. The calves were kept separately and fed whole milk twice a day. I would carry four small plastic buckets each containing four pints of precisely warmed milk, two on each arm to leave my hands free for opening latches. The trick was to time my entry to the calves’ home and swiftly position the buckets under each nose without any being spilled. I had of course watched this being done countless times before attempting it myself, and I knew that to spill any would not merely be expensive but would cause havoc. Four calves each receiving their allocation simultaneously spelled success and contentment. If one bucket or part thereof was spilled, the deprived calf would try to steal from one of the others, resulting in much if not all the milk being lost, and the whole procedure having to be repeated. 7

         
            *

         

         Our Scottish Border Collie, Roy, was exactly the same age as me. He was bought by my father, by telephone, from a breeder he knew. At the age of six months Roy travelled unaccompanied in the guard’s van, all the way from Scotland to the old railway station in Bourton-on-the-Water, on the long-gone branch line from Kingham to Cheltenham. This journey involved many changes of train, and we were all waiting anxiously on the platform. As soon as Roy alighted, my father called him by name and the dog ran straight to him. Evidently the various guards had all made a fuss of him because he seemed extremely happy.

         Roy was fully trained – he responded to Scottish commands – and happily worked with any of us. He could distinguish between calves and cows in adjacent fields if we said the words clearly. He had a sweet temperament and we all loved him. But he was used only twice a day to bring the cows in for milking, up very steep fields on our first, forty-seven-acre smallholding. The rest of the day was his own. He enjoyed our company and could always be seen in family photographs, even when we had no knowledge he was there until the picture was developed. Every time he was given a bone he would immediately hurry away and bury it, but he could never remember where he put it. We had to get into the habit of secretly following him so that when he started looking for it we could tactfully show him where to dig. 8

         From the time I was about six, Roy and I would walk along the drive between the milking parlour and our bungalow, lined with alternate bushes of double-white and purple lilac interspersed with laburnum, whose poisonous qualities are belied by its outward beauty. On and on we would walk, to whichever field the cows were grazing. On what today seems like a very small farm, the distance felt long to my short legs. Then I would stand at the top of one of the all-steep fields and call: cuuuu’p, cuuuu’p, cuuuu’p, cuuum’-on, which would make some of the cows look up. I would say the magic Scottish command to Roy and he’d be away, but he always slowed down once he’d rounded the cows up, and walked them home gently.

         
            *

         

         My tenth year, 1963, was the coldest for two hundred years. I enjoyed it immensely. The snowdrifts were beautiful and excitingly challenging. I had a hand-me-down teddy-bear suit, sent by an American relative, which zipped me into a warm and draught-free onesie. The walk from our house to the farmyard required the skill and courage of an Arctic explorer, which is what in my mind I became.

         The trials my parents had to overcome that winter were huge. Frequently there would be no electricity for long periods of time, but my resourceful father managed to attach belts from the milking machine to the tractor pulley he normally used to saw firewood. With the pulsators 9connected to the tractor battery he managed to milk our herd of Ayrshires twice a day as usual.

         Our neighbour, Frank Moy, took a three-legged stool and set to work to milk his Dairy Shorthorns by hand. He just had time for a very strong cup of coffee after finishing the morning milking before commencing on the afternoon stint. I learned more from his empathy with his cows and deep knowledge of most things than from any other person. Frank demonstrated to me just how much cows can be trusted when they are never hurried or bullied. He walked his Shorthorns in for milking through part of the village, winding slowly downhill to his farmyard. He opened the gate from their field and then followed behind them. They knew where to go and behaved beautifully, walking into the traditional milking shed and stationing themselves in their own individual stalls, ready to be fed and milked.

         Getting the cows milked and the milk into ten-gallon churns in that cold winter was one thing, but taking it to rendezvous with the lorry that could no longer drive to the village because of the ice and snow was an altogether different and more dangerous adventure. In fact, for the first six weeks of Arctic weather, the milk had to be tipped away. By mid-February, my father, Frank and other men from the village had forged a passageway by shovel and fore-loader through one long section of snowdrifts, so that our tractor and transport box could slide down a very steep lane where the snow had not drifted, to meet the milk lorry 10on the main road each day. Richard or I sat in the transport box to make sure the churns of milk did not tip over. On the way back the tractor would gather speed in an attempt to get up the steep icy slope. Often we didn’t quite make it to the top, and had to shovel more grit onto the road before having another go. After this, it became possible to bring in supplies of fresh food: the first for six weeks. I wonder how many people could manage without fresh supplies for six weeks today? It wasn’t easy then and everyone went short in one way or another but it was a different world. None of us had heard of a supermarket, let alone seen one. Most people had some home-grown food stored away and went shopping only occasionally.

         When summer finally arrived, our tiny, remote village organised a fete, the highlight of which was to be a hundred-yard dash, open to all ages, with an alluring cash prize of £5 that proved irresistible to a group of fit young men from surrounding villages. Richard, aged fourteen and wearing his shorts, running vest and prized spiked running shoes, was a contender. My thirty-seven-year-old father arrived a few seconds before the start, still wearing wellingtons and his cap, and outran them all.

         
            *

         

         Richard had steered a tractor at the age of four and could plough quite well, with a two-furrow plough, by the time he was seven. But before I could enjoy baling or mowing 11or any other tractor-oriented activity, I had to endure an interminable wait for my thirteenth birthday, because a law change in 1958 prevented me from driving or even riding on a tractor before then.

         One of my first jobs on my parents’ farm was unforgettable: driving an ancient Fordson Major tractor, long before the days of cabs or roll bars, the soft wind blowing the scent of glorious wildflowers – moon daisies, sainfoin, vetches, sorrel, quaking grass and scabious – as I mowed with a reciprocating knife, leaving neat rows of sublime colour behind me.

         My early life was punctuated by wildflowers. Lady’s smock and several different clovers in the fields near our home, scabious lining the roadside on the way to primary school, violets and primroses edging the bare earth each side of the footpaths. As winter eased into spring I looked forward to each one starring in turn.

         Flail mowers had not been invented and nature graded her own borders with the tallest plants nearest the hedge and the shortest by the side of the road or track. Not only were the roadside verges a glorious carpet of colour, but the absence of mechanical hedge-cutters meant the accompanying hedges were delicious, nutritious, thick, often impenetrably safe larders and nesting sites for wild birds. They were tall too, providing high-rise options as well as low-level accommodation. Gaps in hedges often had to be hurriedly filled with whatever came to hand. One nursery rhyme tells us:12

         
            The man in the moon was caught in a trap, 

            For stealing the thorns from another man’s gap.

         

         During my school years, farmers were given financial inducements to create larger fields by destroying hedges and ditches, and (as soon as such methods became available) to minimise the hedges that remained by frequent, mechanical cutting. The value of a field-grown crop was the only calculation used, and it was considered commendable to steal every possible extra inch from the margins by removing overhanging branches or flower-rich edges. The intrinsic value of a hedge to provide shade, stabilise soil and control water run-off as well as to provide habitat for natural predators of crop pests was ignored – now we know that they sequester and store carbon too. As Nicolas Lampkin noted in his seminal 1990 book Organic Farming: ‘The increased yield of crops within a hedged field more than compensates for the loss of yield in the immediate vicinity of a hedge.’

         Once I had learned to drive a tractor, the next step was to take a test. I was sixteen, and Richard said I would be more use if I could drive on the road. He was now farming a rented farm eleven miles away, and often moving machinery and straw between the two farms. I had only about twenty yards to drive to meet the examiner but I had to tie L-plates on. Everyone in the village decided to watch, while pretending to be busy doing something else. The examiner said he was going to hide behind a bush on the side of the road and 13when he jumped out, I was to perform an emergency stop, but as the bush was too small to conceal him, I had plenty of warning. He then asked me to drive ‘at my normal driving speed’ along the main A46 (now B4632) and do a three-point turn in the first gateway. I was too nervous to admit I was still in low range – normally engaged for slow reversing and manoeuvring rather than road driving – and by the time I reached the gate, a car had overtaken me and parked there. I carried on and turned in the next gap, which happened to be out of sight of the examiner. By the time I next emerged into view, he had almost given up hope of ever catching sight of me again. I passed, largely because I don’t think he could face the idea of a repeat performance.

         
            *

         

         We moved from Middle Hill Farm, Saintbury, to Kite’s Nest near Broadway in August 1980. Moving house is one thing, but it’s got nothing on moving farm, something that isn’t to be undertaken lightly. We fell in love with the farm as soon as we saw it, tucked into a valley on the scarp slope of the Cotswolds, with the land rising from about three hundred feet above sea level to almost nine hundred feet at the highest point. As a result it’s not the easiest farm to manage, but apart from its fascinating contours, showing signs of past geological activity and human imprints, what appealed to us was its stunning natural beauty and variety, and the diversity of plants and wild animals that came with it.14

         The soils range from heavy clays through alluvial loams to light, stony Cotswold brash, with small areas of both peat and sand. Previous owners have planted a wide variety of different trees, each suited to the specific soil types. There are willow, poplar and alder in the lowest-lying areas; walnuts, oak, ash, wild cherry and silver birch on the better-draining deep soils; field maple, sycamore and more ash at four to six hundred feet; and the shallow-rooting larch and beech trees ideally suited to the thin, more typically Cotswold soils higher up.

         The main enterprise in the early decades at Kite’s Nest was the beef suckler herd, in which the cattle stay in family groups for life. I hankered after sheep, but the daily vigilance they require, including round-the-clock attention during lambing, was impossible while I was caring for Mum. Always in extremely fragile health, she became utterly dependent on Richard and me in the last years of her life. Much of our farming was done by torchlight in the stolen hours after midnight, and the cattle got quite used to our nocturnal routines. Sheep, however, had to wait.

         We now have two flocks: Lleyn and Shetland. I’m writing this on the last day of lambing, and on the farm there are over three hundred sheep.

         
            *

         

         To begin with, I stored away everything that happened on the farm in my memory, putting down very little in tangible 15diary format. My earliest memories were the most vivid, and it did not occur to me that I might ever forget anything. In the late 1990s, the farm attracted a lot of media interest as the public’s interest in organic food surged, and one visiting journalist asked particularly probing questions which inspired me to embellish my answers with some of these recollections. Each time a ‘story’ ended, he asked if I had any more. When I admitted I did and that new ones happened every day, he suggested that I consider writing them down. That same day, I started a notebook-cum-diary and found to my surprise that I thoroughly enjoyed recalling and recording daily farm events.

         This book is based on that diary, kept in the kitchen-table drawer and scribbled in after meals. But there were so many days and even years with blank pages when actual live dramas swallowed up every minute of each day that much here is transcribed from my book of memory after all. As you read these pages, new stories are unfolding. The months and the seasons follow their unceasing rhythm, but every day the animals and the farm itself stop me in my tracks with surprise. 16
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