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JOHN BARRINGTON is an established storyteller and author, who herded 750 Scottish Blackface sheep on the 2,000ft Perthshire mountains above Loch Katrine.


Successful at sheepdog trials, shepherd and dogs have given demonstration of their ancient craft at two Garden Festivals and many shows, galas and Highland Games.


In 1998, the Scottish Qualifications Authority asked John Barrington to design a course in sheepdog handling and management, which took two years to undertake. The first classes were run at Oatridge Agricultural College, near Edinburgh, in 2000, the author at the helm. Students were enrolled from Ireland, England and all parts of Scotland.


With a good eye for sheep, John Barrington has judged classes of sheep at the Royal Highland Show in Edinburgh and around Europe.


Like most shepherds, Barrington is a natural storyteller, a gift he exercises at schools, clubs and societies, and as an after dinner speaker. Stories are recounted on the move during daytime guided tours and twilight ghost walks, and as a commentator at a dozen or so Highland Games each year. Stories told to enliven his whisky tasting sessions are always presented in the right spirit! His first book, Red Sky at Night, was a UK bestseller and won him a Scottish Arts Council book award.
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Whenever shepherds get together, humour plays a big part. Stories will be exchanged, songs sung and poems recited. I have only ever known one dog by the name of Pete, and this could be him.


A farmer’s dog came into town, whose christian name was Pete,


His pedigree was ten yards long, his looks were hard to beat


And as he trotted down the street, ’twas beatiful to see


His work on every corner, his art on every tree.


He watered every gate and didn’t miss a post,


For piddling was his masterpiece and piddling was his boast.


The city dogs stood looking on, with deep and jealous rage


To see this simple country dog, the piddler of his age.


They smell’t him over one by one, they smell’t him two by two,


The noble Pete in high disdain, stood still till they were through.


They sniffed him over one by one, their praise for him ran high,


But when one sniffed him underneath, Pete piddled in his eye.


Then, just to show those city dogs, he didn’t give a damn,


Pete strolled into the grocer shop and piddled on the ham.


He piddled on the onions, he piddled on the floor,


And when the grocer kicked him out, Pete piddled on the door.


Behind him all the city dogs debated what to do,


They’d hold a piddling carnival and show the stranger through.


They showed him all the piddling posts they knew about the town.


They started out with many winks to wear the stranger down,


But Pete was with them every trick, with vigour and with vim


A thousand piddles more or less were all the same to him.


And on and on went noble Pete, his hind leg lifting high,


‘Cause most were lifting legs in bluff and piddling mighty dry.


And on and on went noble Pete, and watered every sand hill,


Till all the city champions were piddled to a standstill.


Then Pete an exhibition gave in all the ways to piddle,


Like double-drips and fancy flips, and now and then a dribble.


And all this time this golden dog did neither wink or grin,


But blithely piddled out of town as he had piddled in.


The city dogs said So long, Pete. Your piddling did defeat us.


No one ever put them wise – our Pete had diabetes!


The Pete I knew was a handsome, yellow-coated dog – and did have diabetes…




Author


This is a lovely Australian poem, by Anon.


You can’t buy loyalty, they say,


I bought it though, the other day.


You can’t buy friendship, tried and true,


Well, just the same, I bought that too.


I bought a single, trusting heart,


That gave devotion from the start.


If you think these things aren’t for sale,


Buy a blue pup with a stump for a tail!


A perfect advertisement for Australian Stumpy-tail Cattle Dogs.


THIS IS SIMPLY A distillation of more than 50 years of sharing life with a succession of dogs. My parents put together the ideal family unit; me, followed by a baby sister and, at the age of ten, a very pale Golden Labrador puppy. The world for one small boy was now complete.


Family lore has it that the first cuddly toy I took to heart had been a brown dog called Whiskers. He played many roles in my young life – except as the pyjama case he was designed to be. Once my legs would adequately hold me up, my inseparable companion and I toddled off happily to explore the wonders of the Chinese Year of the Dog. One of these was the seemingly enormous German Shepherd dog belonging to my paternal grandparents, an extremely affectionate bitch called Lassie. From this early age, the love of dogs was not only flowing through my veins, it must have been fixed in my genes.


I was enthralled by any story about dogs. During the war years, my father’s family owned a Wire-Haired Terrier, by the name of Flossie, who was noted for two things. Flossie had been able to fall asleep whilst standing upright and, even if sleeping, would always give a warning of an impending air raid well before the sirens sounded.


The hero of the first real book I remember reading, all words and no pictures, told the story an RAF dog called Flak. During the crucial period of World War II, Flak had flown many perilous missions with his master. I have no recollection of the name of the ace pilot, but the dog was quite a different matter.


Flak was the name bestowed on my Labrador puppy, the dog with which I soon learned all about the pleasures and responsibilities of ownership. Dogs have to be walked, even in the rain. Feeding and grooming would be rewarded with licks and slobbers, just what every schoolboy enjoys. Sadly, a few weeks before the birth of my younger sister, Flak was sent to stay with friends of the family and much to my chagrin, soon settled into his new home. At a distance of less than two miles, Flak was a frequent visitor and seemingly well taken with the new addition to our household. One night, in the early hours, baby Jane was taken ill. Even before the doctor had arrived, Flak was at the door and demanding to be let in. Inexplicably, the dog had suddenly needed to get out and must have run like the wind to make such good time from the next village. This was my first inkling of the extra sensory perception displayed by many dogs.


At Higher Hareslade Farm, pronounced as ‘Haslet’ in the local Gower dialect, I associated with the animals and farm dogs which were to determine my future path in life. Only little did I know it at the time. Almost at every turn I came face to face with one dog or another. The cinema and television regularly featured films starring Lassie or Rin Tin Tin. Travelling daily to and from the secondary school in Swansea, on the famous Mumbles Train, at that time the oldest passenger railway in the world, I would pass the monument to Swansea Jack. After pulling a 12-year-old boy from the oily water of the nearby docks in 1931, Jack then embarked on a six year lifesaving career. The black Flat-Coated Retriever is the only dog to have been awarded two bronze medals by the National Canine Defence League. In 1936, Jack received the accolade of Bravest Dog of the Year, as well as the Lord Mayor of London’s Silver Cup. In the Swansea Jack pub, I am sure people still drink to the memory of that great dog.


Leaving grammar school at 15, before starting out on a working career I set off on a six-week hike around the near continent of Europe. In Paris, I was pointed in the direction of Asnières-sur-Seine, on the outskirts of the city. Le Cimetière des Chiens, founded in 1899, is one of the unsung wonders of the French capital. The remarkable Art Nouveau entrance alone is well worth seeing. The cemetery is home to an estimated 40,000 dead dogs, and countless living cats. A tomb has been set aside for the remains of police dogs. A monument marks the final resting place of a St Bernard called Barry der Menschenretter (1800–1814), who perished in the High Alps whilst attempting to rescue his 41st snowbound traveller. I also came upon the grave of Rin Tin Tin (1918–1932), returned from America to lie in his native soil.


Some dogs are born lucky. Rin Tin Tin was plucked out of the carnage of front-line fighting by an American serviceman in September 1918, shell-shocked and eyes not yet opened. Back in the States, a slow motion film clip of the young German Shepherd Dog, leaping 11 feet, was spotted by a Hollywood film producer – and the rest is history. Rin Tin Tin starred in 23 feature films, before dying in the arms of his co-star, the beautiful Jean Harlow. How lucky was that?


With this background of canine stories, gleaned entirely from such films, books and comics, I was about to enter into the real world of livestock and working dogs. From the start I was fortunate in my employers who, in their individual way, imparted wisdom and knowledge in equal measure. Most influential was George Ernest Rees of College Farm, Llangennith, farmer, hotelier and war-time hero. Led by Ernie Rees and Sergeant Davies, the local home guard carried out a daring rescue of two British airmen, plucked from their storm-tossed dinghy and brought up a steep cliff-face to safety. Ernie Rees was awarded the British Empire Medal by George VI. In his day a noted sportsman and athlete, it is said that Ernie gave many of the British Athletics Team a run for their money, as they trained locally for the 1936 Olympic Games. Not only did Ernie outperform several of the chosen athletes, over a range of disciplines, when asked for a training route for the middle and long distance runners, the young farmer went with them. Ernie Rees was first home. At Llangennith I was introduced to the wiles and ways of sheep, and the qualities of Welsh Black and Tan dogs.


As I worked my way steadily along my professional path, I have been well aware of the parts played by many colleagues and friends, too numerous to mention individually. However, special reference needs to be made to John Barrow in Wales, Sandy Alexander in Scotland and, more recently, to Betty Stikkers and Piet van Geest in the Netherlands. Not only did I have the benefit of working alongside many of the unnamed, a few were fellow competitors at sheepdog trials, whilst others were sometimes encountered on the running track or rugby pitches. Whatever the occasion, at some point, tales of dogs, past and present, would unfold. One thing that is certain, the longer any dog has been dead the better it gets!


From time to time, dogs become entangled in acts of downright  skulduggery. One had been sent away to be trained and was reported to have died, only to be spotted many miles from home, alive and well and running at a sheepdog trial. Another missing dog was recognised by a delivery driver, on a farm at the other end of the country. Both dogs were returned to their rightful owners. Less blatant were the actions of a top sheepdog handler of a bygone age, who simply bought any dog that had the potential to challenge his supremacy on the trial field. This man was also known to have purchased an unheralded sheepdog, only he could see any potential in the animal. It was this innate ability to pick out the right sort of dog which kept him at the pinnacle of trialling for many years.


There is certainly one present day shepherdess, living and working in Northumberland, who has a similar eye for a decent working dog. At the tender age of 14, Emma Gray came across a farm collie called Bill, severely unkempt and destined for an early grave. The owner claimed that the dog had no work in him, the young lass believed differently. Once Emma’s parents had been talked round, Bill found himself with a new home – and developed into a first rate sheepdog. Twenty-first century flockmasters and shepherds are a very hi tech breed, equipped with electronic gadgetry and getting around on a quad bike. They are also required to take charge of a far greater number of sheep. The one common denominator is the collie dog, every bit as important today as it has been throughout history.


Having reached retirement age, my hill boots stuffed with newspaper and the cromach hanging idly at the back of the door, I have much to be grateful for and so many people to thank. As well as to my past employers and fellow workers, my gratitude extends to a number of organisations. Under the auspices of the Scottish Development Agency, I was part of the team telling the entire story of wool during Scottish Week at the Stoke-on-Trent Garden Festival, in July 1986. Two years later, at the Glasgow Garden Festival, Edinburgh Woollen Mills sponsored the gold medal winning ‘Story of Scottish Wool’, which attracted over a million visitors to our site. On a more personal level, I am indebted to Subaru UK, who supported the John Barrington Sheepdog Demonstration Team and duly emblazoned a succession of cars. The committee of the Royal Highland Show also played their part, inviting me to judge the Shetland Sheep classes at Edinburgh, in 1994.


As a definite dog-and-stick man, I have relied heavily on Peter Nichols for all technical support. Luath Press have not just published my books, they were responsible for a city centre Dog and Duck demonstration, as part of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in August 2001. An unusual occurrence, even for Edinburgh. The fact that Of Dogs and Men has seen the light of day is due to the efforts of Kirsten Graham, my current editor. Finally, behind every man is a good woman and this is certainly true. I have reached a time of life where I can safely lay the blame for poor recall, confusion of facts and complete omissions, on my age. And for these I take full responsibility and offer my apologies.


[image: Missing image file]


By far my biggest vote of thanks must go to all the wonderful dogs I have ever worked with. I never ceased to be amazed by the skill, endurance and sagacity of sheepdogs and collies. Some dogs demonstrate the ability to quite rapidly solve unexpected problems. Hazel, a brown and white Border Collie belonging to one of the Loch Katrine shepherds, had been sent out into the water to recover a fugitive lamb. Approaching the shore, as the water-logged lamb sank lower and swam slower, the bitch was quickly closing in. All Bill McCabe could do was to order Hazel to lie down, and her swimming in ten feet of water! At first Hazel simply slowed, until she was in danger of becoming submerged. But before colliding and overwhelming her quarry, Hazel turned away and began swimming in a flat-eight pattern, thus keeping her station behind the lamb. All ended well. Several years later, in almost identical circumstances, my Bran dog behaved in exactly the same way. A case of great minds thinking alike.


The speed sheepdogs can pick up and assimilate new information can also be surprising. Whilst manning a display stand at a game fair, at Cardross, Central Scotland, two lady dog handlers from the Trossachs Search and Rescue Dog Team took a look at the Gun Dog Scurry. Believing that their dogs, a Border Collie and Hovawart respectively, would not disgrace themselves, just for a bit of fun, the girls entered the competition. At the end of proceedings the Border Collie stood in first place and the German Hovawart was third. With another lady and her Black Labrador taking second spot, the tweed-suited, gun-toting gentry were greatly disgruntled.


Dogs, too, have seemingly embraced the modern age, their attributes utilised in disciplines as diverse as medicine and technology. Roosevelt is a Border Collie in Portland, Maine, who had been born with severely deformed front legs. Just like his namesake, Franklin D. Roosevelt, polio victim and President of the USA (1882–1945), this dog is wheelchair dependent. Used to support his front end, and at a cost of $900, the two-wheeled carriage is certainly not cheap.


To conclude this chapter I must make mention of Ziggy, a Californian red-coated Labrador, with quite remarkable powers. Cork taint in wine is a troublesome and costly problem and not usually traceable until the wine bottle is opened. If present in the cork, an unseen organism will react badly with the contents of the bottle to produce 2, 4, 6–Trichloroanisole. At a low level, this will simply reduce the aromas and flavour of the wine. The worst-case scenario is an expensive wine that smells exactly like a wet, dirty dog. Until Ziggy’s nose came into the picture, there had been no way to identify problematic cork. Now there is, at least at one Californian winery.


Sitting with a glass of 1967 Domaine de Chevalier, from Bordeaux, I raise a toast to many years of memories, all my dogs and Luath Press.




Founder


LUATH PRESS WAS FOUNDED in 1981 by a remarkable man named Tom Atkinson. He was born in County Durham in 1922, the son of a police officer based in the mining village of Cockfield. An adventurous youth, at the tender age of 14 Tom ran away from home to enlist with the International Brigade fighting in Spain but was sent home with, no doubt, a flea in his ear. At the outbreak of World War II Tom Atkinson lost no time in enlisting with the Royal Air Force. By 1941, he had volunteered to serve in the RAF Commando Division, frequently working behind enemy lines and laying the groundwork for future gains and advances.


Towards the end of the conflict Atkinson was posted to the Dutch East Indies, to hold the line as the Japanese rapidly withdrew. In no time at all, Atkinson and a close circle of fellow RAF comrades had set up and were operating a Pro-Indonesian group, in full support of Achmad Sukarno. Propaganda leaflets were printed off, to be widely distributed by sympathetic flying crews. Just two days after the unconditional surrender of Japan, Sukarno announced a Unilateral Declaration of Independence. The Dutch were not coming back and Indonesia appeared on the maps of the world.


By 1946 Tom Atkinson was back in the United Kingdom, but still working quite openly for the Bureau of Indonesian Information. Well aware that a significant number of Indonesian nationals, most of whom had laboured on the infamous Burma-Thailand Railway, were still incarcerated as Prisoners of War in Japan, a plan of action was set up. At this point, Tom Atkinson becomes the 20th century version of Sir Percy Blakeney, the Scarlet Pimpernel of his Age. Whilst not actually in Japan, this wily campaigner had several strategies up his sleeve. Questions were even asked in the House of Commons. It was not long before these prisoners were safely repatriated. This was only the start, however, much more intrigue and excitement was to follow.


Newly independent Indonesia, having installed Sukarno as the first President, soon established a swish embassy in Grosvenor Square, with Atkinson and two of his RAF colleagues well and truly ensconced at the heart of affairs. As the situation changed, so did Tom Atkinson’s position, becoming President Sukarno’s speech writer and spindoctor – now in the guise of a future New Labour’s Alistair Campbell. Sukarno’s address to the General Assembly of the United Nations, so precisely crafted that Atkinson had written in the natural pauses, stutters and hesitations of the President’s normal delivery, was received in New York with a massive standing ovation. But irreconcilable political differences were soon to arise.


The parting of the ways came in 1962, Atkinson finally returning to England with Rene, a former WAAF and now Tom’s wife. After ten exotic years putting words into the mouth of a high profile political leader, in 1962 the Atkinsons shook off Indonesia and touched down in a remote spot on the west coast of Scotland and opened a hotel. Glenborrowdale, on the southern shore of Ardnamurchan Peninsula, the most westerly point of mainland Britain, is as beautiful as it is isolated. Overlooking the sheltered waters of Loch Sunart, with breathtaking views of Morven and the Isle of Mull, Glenborrowdale House was soon renovated and open for business. The coffee, rubber and palm oil and Indian Ocean now replaced with blackface sheep, red deer and, hopefully, tourists – and the vagaries of the Atlantic weather.


To paraphrase the words of Neil Armstrong, it was a small step from Ardnamurchan to South-West Wales, and a giant leap from hotelier into farming. Twelve acres at Llanycefn, in the lee of Mynydd Preseli, hills that provided the massive blue stones for Stonehenge, would be the family home throughout the 1970s. With a smallholding of only five hectares, Tom Atkinson used his well-honed talents to augment earnings eked out from Welsh soil. A mainline rail link from Pembrokeshire to London was undoubtedly an important lifeline during this period. The sale of Golden Retriever puppies from the farm also augmented family income. But, after an absence of ten years, the pull of Caledonia could be felt. It was time for the Durham lad and Cockney girl, born within the sounds of Bow Bells, to return to Scotland.


Tom and Rene Atkinson, with daughters Dee and Chanchal, were now to set down new roots in Ayrshire, almost equidistance by road from Glenborrowdale and Llanycefn. Here a new facet would quickly be buffed-up in the life of Tom Atkinson, a lifelong love and appreciation of Robert Burns. Their parallel strands of pen and plough would be drawn together in the foundation of Luath Press.


Luath, spoken as loo-ah in Gaelic, translates as meaning quick, fast or speedy, an appropriate name for any good sheepdog. Historically, Luath was the hunting hound of Cuchullin, one of the great heroes of Erin, and features in many a tale told long ago by Ossian. Our Luath, however, was said to be the favourite sheepdog of Robert Burns, and for very good reason. It was this faithful companion that effected the all-important meeting between the farming poet and Jean Armour, his future, long-suffering wife. The exact circumstances of this introduction are open to quite different interpretation. Either Luath got under Miss Armour’s feet during a wedding ceilidh, tumbling the lass into her future husband’s arms, or the dog cocked his leg against a pile of Jeanie’s freshly washed laundry. Collies and sheepdogs certainly like to lift their leg at any opportunity.


Burns must have really loved that dog. There is a great deal of truth in the statement that if the bond between owner and dog is particularly well developed, they become more and more alike. Luath, exactly like his master, was very fond of the opposite sex, known to sow more than his fair share of wild oats, and leave a good number of offspring around the countryside. Whilst Burns only had to face the wrath of the kirk and irate fathers, a raking dog would have to fight off rivals battling for possession and territory. Blood and fur would frequently fly and, on occasion, fatalities would occur. In the days when dogs roamed more freely, there were many tales told about such dogfights, the victors being highly lauded.


The vanquished would struggle home to lick their wounds or, sometimes, to die. On a harsh night in February 1784, a mortally wounded Luath barely made it back to Mossgiel Farm, only to expire a short time later. If the death of Luath was bad enough, the very next night Burns’ father, William Burnes, shook off his mortal coil and also departed this world. To the end of his life, William signed his surname as Burnes. It was in this slough of deep personal sadness that Robert Burns wrote one of his greatest poems, ‘The Twa Dogs’, the land-working bard at his biting, satirical best. One of the dogs was, of course, called Luath. This was also the name adopted by Tom Atkinson for his own sheepdog, and for his newly-established publishing company, ensconced in the heart of Burns Country.


Although written by Tom, the detailed research involved in the publication of South West Scotland, the first title from Luath Press, was a collaborative husband and wife effort. The books were actually put together and bound on the kitchen table, in the family home at Barr. This was just the beginning. Now based in Edinburgh, Luath Press continues to be committed to publishing well written books worth reading.


[image: Missing image file]




Learner


I VERY QUICKLY DECIDED that either I was going to spend a great deal of time chasing around after runaway livestock, or I was going to get a dog to do all that chasing for me. At 15 I was in Pembrokeshire, on the threshold of embarking on my chosen career, my first steps to becoming a farmer. Apart from the odd spell of wanting to become an engine driver, soldier or astronaut, being on the land and working with animals had been my overriding ambition. Earliest memories are of being down on the family farm with my paternal great grandfather, Charlie, along with great uncles Willie John and Edgar. Inside the gloomy Gower farmhouse, always lit by a large paraffin lamp standing on the living room table, my great grandmother and great aunt ruled the roost. But it was out in the fresh air that I wanted to be. From an early age I had been fascinated by animals, especially dogs.


In fields grazed by cattle or amongst sheep quietly nibbling the short, tight sward on the cliff tops, overlooking the Brandy Cove, I first began to appreciate the true value of a good sheepdog. Uncle Willie John was full of stories, and tales of their collies, past and present, enthralled me most. There had been Lark, a yellow-coated sheepdog of a kind that, even at that time, had become quite rare. As soon as Lark heard sounds of old fashioned hand-shears being sharpened, the whetstones ringing along the highly tempered blades, without a word he took himself off to begin his work. In no time, about a score of Welsh Mountain ewes carrying full fleeces, startled lambs milling around their legs, would be waiting at the gate to the yard. The clipping was soon underway. By the time that the holding pen had been cleared of ewes, Lark would be back with the next consignment of 20 or so sheep.


Lark was also a good judge of sheep on the hoof. In the days when the local butcher would travel around the countryside, coming two or three times a year to kill a couple of fat animals for the farm’s own use, Lark had the opportunity to show off his party piece. As soon as the butcher, mounted on his horse, appeared on the farm track, this sheepdog was moving quietly amongst the ewes and lambs, selecting his target. In anticipation of this day of doom for one of the lambs, and probably a young pig too, the sheep would have been gathered into a paddock adjacent to the buildings. Once Lark picked out his target, the young animal would be quietly manoeuvred and held at the gate, no stress, no fuss, no human. I have been told by several other people that a fatter lamb could not have been found in the flock. A very useful dog.


Ten years along the line, and I was holding in my hands a tiny, almost totally black, Welsh collie puppy. This was Lassie, destined to be my very first sheepdog and the progenitor of the strain which carried me right through my entire career. Rexie, her mother, had whelped in usual fashion, deep in a den excavated below a high-banked, hawthorn hedgerow. The pups were about ten days old before she relocated the litter of seven to the comfort of the barn, eyes already opened. They were soon making themselves at home amongst bales of hay. Knowing both parents, and having a free pick from the litter, it was actually Lassie that made the all important choice. That wee ball of dark fur looked me fully in the eye and used her sorcery on me. I was left with no option. My first duty was to take sole charge of feeding and arrange for her vaccinations, essential for every dog.


Our partnership was almost ended before it began. The surplus puppies from Redberth Farm had, for many years, been bought by a man who turned up one afternoon, behind the wheel of a battered Morris estate car. A nice man and a pleasure to do business with, according to my employer, Mr Jenkins. At the point of departure, and having been told that my pup was still in the barn, I just happened to notice Lassie’s forlorn face pressed up against one of the side windows. I reclaimed my little bitch, leaving the dealer heaving and hauling a great many bales, before finally catching the last of his victims. On making a few discreet enquiries through the local Young Farmers’ Club, it turned out that the ‘nice man’ had dealings with several zoos. He never set foot on Redberth Farm again, the pythons needing to be fed from other sources.


At that time I was working on a dairy farm, learning the ropes and appreciating the fact that, if I really put on a sprint, I could just about overtake a milk cow. Young stock were far more evasive. Apart from the usual day to day tasks about the farm, I was given an excellent grounding in drystone dyking. Billy Cobb, an octogenarian, was only too willing to pass his ancient skills on to me. I was also taught to drive. Lassie grew rapidly, her minute white bits expanded and she was becoming a very beautifully marked young bitch. Well, I would say that, wouldn’t I? In fact, my grandfather had given me a piece of pertinent advice; if you ever have a dog that you do not like – make sure the dog never finds out! Cows came in and out twice a day for milking, and quite soon the dairy herd and young collie were comfortable with the sight of each other, Lassie keeping close to my heel as we followed the cows to the byre or back to the field. At that stage I was still the gofer until, at about four months old, the pup ran ahead to get behind a particularly slow moving animal loitering at the back of the herd. It was probably a distance of less than ten yards, but it was definitely a start.


In a matter of a few weeks I only had to open the gate to the grazing field and Lassie did the rest, the cows coming out through the gate without any hint of a rebellion. Throughout my working life, the only time I ever encountered problems with livestock was when I was dog-less. It is amazing how they know. Years later, working as a shepherd, there would be occasions when, driving home, I would encounter sheep where there should be no sheep. Making out as if the Land Rover was packed full of dogs, no matter how realistic I could make the cameo drama, even going to open the back door of the vehicle, the brutes would stand their ground. I swear they were laughing their woollen socks off. Drive off to the kennels, load up a couple of dogs and, before we had got anywhere near them, those sheep would already be well on their way back to their own ground. And they say sheep are stupid; not true. They are, however, often infuriating creatures.


Widening my experience, prior to going to agricultural college, Lassie and I were soon working at another farm. The village of Llangennith was on my old stomping ground of Gower, only a few miles from my great grandfather’s farm. Although I was still mainly dairying, here there were early potatoes, grain growing, tractor work – and sheep. At first I did not see much of the Welsh Mountain flock, just picking out distant white dots foraging on the slopes of Rhosili Down. A limestone backbone, through which an underlying bed of Old Red Sandstone erupts, runs the length of Gower Peninsula, reaching its highest point at 632ft/193m on our ground. My initial contact with these fairly wild sheep was by going out with someone well versed in their wily ways, Lassie more for show than anything else. Sheep are a quite a different proposition from cows. I soon discovered that six wild, mountain sheep, when faced by a dog, can scatter in at least seven different directions. However, once gathered, a young lad with even an inexperienced pup is far better equipped to deal with sheep than any two men without a dog between them. Any well behaved dog is certainly better than no dog at all.
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