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To Ewan









PART ONE


Down On My Luck









Prologue


I huddled deeper into the grubby jacket I had found in the back of Dan’s van. It wasn’t the most flattering or savoury thing to pull on, but as it was freezing outside and not much warmer in the van, I hardly cared.


I shivered. Is the heating not working, I wondered, as I twiddled irritably with the controls on the dashboard. My body felt cold and achy, a consequence of celebrating the new year a little too enthusiastically. Dan grunted non-committally in the driver’s seat. His jaw tightened the way it always did when he was annoyed, and I noticed how he stiffly stared at the road ahead.


Don’t bother being civil, I thought, as the van ate up the frosty early-morning miles.


We had spent New Year’s Eve in the pub in Alston, the small Cumbria town where my boyfriend’s family farmed. People in these remote communities know how to celebrate, and Dan’s friends were no exception. Everyone knows everyone else, and they are all as generous as each other when it comes to buying the drinks.


Towards the end of the evening, Dan and I had had a spectacular argument. I racked my brain to remember what it had been about; although I could remember the fight, the reason behind it eluded me. But that came as no surprise. We were always quick to fire and quick to forget. This time, though, it felt different. I had been able to sense the bubbling animosity building since waking up in the morning. Dan acted as if he could hardly bear to look at me, and my attempts at conversation had been thwarted. As I curled my legs under myself dejectedly, I resigned myself to a journey home in a hung-over silence.


It was the first of January. A new start; a fresh sheet. This was not the way I had imagined 2012 beginning. It would be my third year as tenant at Fallowlees, a farm near Rothbury in Northumberland, and it was supposed to be a good year. I had a partner by my side now, for a start. We had been together long enough for him to figure in my plans for the future.


A wave of nausea swept over me. Do not be sick, I told myself. That would hardly help the already strained atmosphere. I cranked the window open a fraction and a blast of bracing Northumberland air shook up the stale interior. Dan shifted and I saw his jaw tighten once more.


‘I can close it if it gets too cold.’


He grunted again.


‘What is it?’


No reply.


I couldn’t spend the rest of the journey like this. ‘Dan, what is wrong?’


And in desperation, ‘Please, speak to me!’


Finally he turned to face me. I had expected him to look angry. Instead, I was shocked to see sadness etched in his features.


We locked eyes for a fraction of a second before he turned back to the road.


‘I’m sorry, Emma, but I think we are finished.’
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Bill


Fallowlees sits defiantly against the Northumberland weather, just as she has done for hundreds of years. She is the last stand against the march of the evergreen conifers, as the forest has slowly swallowed up all of the other farms. Modern society has left her well alone, a relic of the past: there is no telephone line, no mains electricity, gas or water. She has barely changed from when she was built, probably in the latter half of the eighteenth century.


It is always a relief when I turn the final corner on the shingle track home through Harwood Forest and see Fallowlees Farm between the parted trees. Home. Securing the tenancy on the farm was the best thing that ever happened to me.


And today felt like the worst. The unexpected dumping had left me feeling fragile, vulnerable. I thought about the book I’d written, all fresh from the printers, neatly finished with the girl getting her prince and living happily ever after. The countryside would be laughing at me now, I thought, and blushed with shame.


I could hear them all sniggering. ‘She couldn’t even keep a hold of her chap till the ink dried!’


Why, oh why did I put it all down in black and white?


In truth, I knew exactly why; and I would do it all again. I wouldn’t be the first person to throw herself head first into a relationship thinking it would last for ever. And I wouldn’t be the first to want to tell the world how happy I was. Nor would I be the last.


It was hard for me to think rationally about work with everything going on in my head, but I knew I had only one day to get my ducks in a row at Fallowlees before a four-week lambing stint began the next night. I had been looking forward to putting my back into lambing, earning some proper money. Now January stretched out in front of me like a prison sentence. Twelve-hour shifts, no going out, no seeing other people – just a long, lonely slog in the darkest, dreariest month of the year.


In fact, I was likely to remain alone for some time, as I had, in my wisdom, booked myself another lambing for March before dealing with my own at Fallowlees in April.


Work is a cure for everything, my dad would say, and to some extent I have always believed him. Directing whatever negative energy you are feeling into doing something useful can really help. With that in mind, I had borrowed a telehandler from a neighbour so that I could clear out one of the byres near the house. A telehandler is a bit like a tractor and a forklift truck rolled into one. More manoeuvrable than the former, it has a long boom that can be fitted with different attachments, and can be used to perform a wide variety of lifting, loading and emptying jobs. The byre had been full of junk – broken fence posts, carpet remnants, old lawnmowers – since I arrived at the farm. It seemed silly to sit around moping all day, knowing it would be my last opportunity for several months to get this job out of the way, and I had to return the telehandler to its owners the next day. So, with a sense of despair and hovering loneliness, I made a start on the day’s task of emptying the contents of the byre into the telehandler’s enormous front bucket.


I was twenty-three when I first saw Fallowlees. I was living in a cottage on my own, looking after nine hundred sheep on a farm about twenty miles north-west of Newcastle, when someone told me about the isolated National Trust farm that needed a new tenant. I knew very little about it, but once it was in my mind I found I couldn’t stop thinking about it. A voice in my head told me that this might be the place and the opportunity for me, while at the same time another, more insistent voice told me not to build my hopes up. I was definitely too young, as well as painfully single. Would someone like me even get a look-in? I sent away for the particulars all the same.


When the fat envelope landed on my doormat a few days later, little did I know that Fallowlees was my future. The papers included just a single photo of the farm steading, taken from the lowest part of the farm on a summer’s day. How I studied that photo! The stone farmhouse, the handful of outbuildings and the field – framed by a drystone wall – were bathed in a pale golden light. I think I started to fall in love with her from that moment. Even when I read about the lack of amenities, my enthusiasm didn’t wane.


My parents – who run the family farm in Hawick in the Scottish Borders where I grew up – accompanied me to the viewing day, when I fell for it even harder. The farm was, in short, my dream made real. At one hundred and twenty acres, it wasn’t a big farm, but it was big enough for me. In the fields I saw a flock of my own, as well as an ideal training ground for my dogs; in the barns and outbuildings I saw kennels for future champions. My vision for the future was all here, wrapped up snugly in this centuries-old property.


Seeing the competition I was up against, however, felt like reality smacking me in the face. If I had expected the isolation of Fallowlees to put people off, I had been mistaken. Despite the fact that we had left the road and driven up a four-mile, badly maintained forestry track to reach it, there were cars and people everywhere. I don’t know which one of us was more surprised to see this – Dad, Mum or me. Older, more experienced-looking farmers were wandering around inspecting the different buildings; men and women with children in tow walked in and out of the farmhouse, looking as if they already belonged. People who wanted the place as badly as I did. People who looked somehow more deserving of it than me.


The application process that followed was daunting. I had to submit a business plan and work out cash flows and profit and loss accounts. I was out of my comfort zone, and wondered more than once if it was worth the effort. It caused frustration as well as the odd tear. But it got me an interview. Nerve-racking though it was to face the panel, that was the easy part. Answering questions about farming was my bread and butter. After that, I just had to convince them to put their faith in me, a single young woman, and to banish any doubts they might have had about my living there on my own. If I say so myself, I was rather proud of the little speech I gave.


They must have seen something they liked, for a few days later I learned that the tenancy was mine if I wanted it.


Two years had passed since that day in January 2010 when I had moved into Fallowlees with a suitcase and my dogs. Overnight I had found myself responsible for a farm of my own, as well as continuing with my other shepherding work, a forty-five-minute commute away. It had been a steep learning curve at times, but I had come a long way by having to just get on with things by myself, with no one else to turn to. It was amazing what you could do when you had to.


Money had been a problem, and had forced me to make some difficult decisions. The most difficult had been selling Fly, my favourite dog. Loyal and loving Fly. It was almost too painful to remember her.


The byre clear-up operation was slow-going at first, but once I started making some visible progress, I began to gain a sense of satisfaction from the rhythm of the job. I should have done this earlier, I thought, as I saw all the extra space opening out in front of me. Backwards and forwards I went with the telehandler, to and from the byre. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop my mind wandering back to Dan and the break-up. Should I have seen it coming? Were there any signs I’d failed to read? I thought back to that fun, crazy day we met at the Kelso tup sale sixteen months ago, which ended with a game of cabbage rugby! Things had moved pretty quickly – had it all been too quick? Dan was a farmer’s son, so we had a lot in common right from the start, and shared a passion for sheep. He had his own job shepherding nearby. Over the past few months we had even pooled our resources and begun to build up a flock between us. It was meant to be for ever.


My brain just wouldn’t switch off. Round and round it whirred, looking for clues and answers to what had gone wrong, driving me mad, then starting all over again.


The dogs, picking up on my feelings, lurked about the yard. I had three main dogs in my life, though I was always looking out for promising new pups. Roy was my best work and trial dog. Handsome and intelligent, he was in his prime. He was also the Casanova of my pack, never happier than when surrounded by females! Alfie, his second in command and six months younger, was a jolly dog with a heart of gold, who, though twice Roy’s size, always deferred to Roy. He was also super-obedient and a great work dog.


Oldest of the three was dear old Bill, a massive, woolly mammoth of a collie. His eyes had a silver sheen and he was totally deaf, but the sight of the telehandler today had perked him up. When he was a young, fit dog and I used the telehandler regularly, driving it laden with silage bales to feed sheep and cows miles away, he would run alongside, barking out his joy and flagging his tail, defending the feeders aggressively and noisily against any livestock who dared to venture too close while I filled them, allowing me to drop the bales of silage into them without trapping any greedy heads in the process.


I got a lot of shepherding work thanks to Bill’s reputation. He could put a thousand ewes through a dipper (to rid them of parasites) and clear a hill in ten minutes flat. Not a trial dog, perhaps, but honest and brave.


‘Remember those days, Bill? You do, don’t you!’


I had forgotten until now how much he had loved that job, and it was a delight to see the youngster in him getting excited again. He stuck near me all day, woofing his enthusiasm and paddling his arthritic paws whenever I turned on the ignition.


That was one consolation. No matter what happened, the dogs were always there for me, steadfast in their loyalty.


‘Shame I can’t get a man like you!’ I told Bill. Not that he could hear me.


January days are short, and it was growing dark before I knew it. I chucked the last lot of wood into the bucket and fired up the machine. I’ll take it round the back to burn – a nice fire will cheer everything up, I thought, as I drove up the road.


Maybe I was destined to be single. It wasn’t going to be easy to meet someone new. I had the baggage of a farm and a heap of dogs and sheep, as well as living miles from anywhere. I knew that the distance from so-called ‘civilisation’ scared a lot of people, who tended to panic if they couldn’t get to a shop in a few minutes or pick up the phone for a takeaway. But I wasn’t going to leave here for anyone.


Maybe I was a lost cause.


All these thoughts were jostling into each other in the turmoil that was my mind.


As I prepared to make a right turn into the field, I felt the whole front right-hand side of the telehandler lift up, move over something and thump back down.


A thick wave of dread swept through me.


No! Please, not Bill.


But I already knew.


I jumped down and flew round to the tyre. There was Bill, lying prone behind the wheel.


‘No! No! No!’ I was screaming, even though there was no one to hear me.


‘Bill! Bill! Bill!’


He was motionless; he made no sound but his eyes flickered. He was alive.


I scooped him up and ran.
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Delphi


‘So that’s about it,’ said Ian the shepherd, finishing the tour he was giving me of the lambing shed. ‘I’m sure you’ll manage OK.’


I mustn’t have said much, and he gave me a sidelong look. ‘Are you all right?’


I had turned up a bit broken to my lambing job. I hadn’t said anything about Bill as I wasn’t sure I could trust myself. It was still so raw. I’d been working for Ian at the farm down the road on a part-time basis for as long as I’d been at Fallowlees, and he knew me well enough to be able to tell that something was wrong – not that it was difficult to miss my swollen, bloodshot eyes.


‘I ran over Bill yesterday,’ I choked. ‘I had to have him put down.’


There was a moment’s pause, then, much to my surprise, Ian put an arm around me, kind of awkwardly, and gave me a squeeze. Shepherds are not typically demonstrative creatures. The human contact was more than I could cope with and fresh tears sprang to my eyes.


‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s hard to lose a mate like Bill. No one knows what it’s like to lose a working dog, and Bill was a special one.’


It’s true, the relationship between a working dog and its owner is different to anything I’ve experienced: you rely on each other in a way that doesn’t exist anywhere else. It’s a rare kind of partnership and the bond forged is very powerful. I had rescued Bill after finding him chained to an old kennel on a farm. The farmer had a reputation for tying dogs he deemed useless to a heavy block and drowning them in the sheep dipper. He was happy for me to take Bill off his hands.


‘Mind,’ the farmer had said as a parting shot as I led Bill away, ‘he’ll never make a work dog in a million years.’


It took less than a month to prove him wrong. I’d left college and was flat out with contracting work, and before I knew it Bill and I were easily getting to grips with huge numbers of sheep. After my move to Fallowlees he was my right-hand man, and we’d often arrive home after dark, exhausted and dirty but satisfied at a job well done. He passed the reins to Roy and Alfie as he got older, and more recently spent any leftover energy arthritically patrolling the molehills in and around Fallowlees. This mainly involved enlarging the mess the moles had already created. He never caught one, barring the one he presented to me still enclosed in its trap!


Losing a workmate in their twilight years was bad enough, but actually being responsible for it was heart-wrenching. I knew only too well that if I hadn’t been indulging in self-pity I might have noticed Bill before I started turning the corner. I kept thinking how overjoyed he had been to run alongside the telehandler again and it made my heart tighten and twist. A dog of mine had suffered a similar accident when I was a girl. Dad had failed to see Bess, my best friend and my pride and joy, while operating a telehandler. I was grief-stricken. But that story had a happy ending as, despite her serious injuries, Bess had surprised us all by pulling through and going on to live a long and fruitful life.


There’s nothing I can do, the vet had said as I turned up with Bill. He’s had a good life, it’s time to let him go. I took him home and buried him under the sycamore trees. Roy and Alfie watched on patiently as I dug his grave. I think digging a dog’s grave is a rite of passage: it gives you pause to reflect on all the times you had together, and it is the final act in the play of the life you shared, before the curtain falls.


Ian let go of me. We both coughed and looked at the ground self-consciously.


‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ he said.


I took a proper look round at what was going to be my home for the next month. A lambing shed full of pedigree Suffolks and Texels, with a smattering of Ian’s Leicesters for good measure.


Suffolks are big-boned, heavy sheep with strong dark heads and long floppy ears. They are noted for their large appetite and docile nature. Texels are white-faced sheep, often structured like a pig, with a beefy bum and a short muzzle.


The Leicesters were Ian’s ‘pack’ sheep – these are sheep that a paid shepherd is allowed to keep for free at the farmer’s expense, as a kind of bonus. If a shepherd is good, the number of his pack will often increase year on year. Ian had twelve Leicesters – tall, elegant creatures, with long necks, bodies and ears. They have very fine wool and the gentlest nature of all sheep.


My own flock at Fallowlees was a mishmash of all sorts of breeds, mostly Blackfaces, well-suited to the rough ground, but I had also collected a few dodgy characters over the years. One of these was Peggy, a stunning Texel I found in a pen waiting to be shot when I turned up to work on a farm one day. Her crime? A broken leg. I saved the farmer the bullet, took her home and set her leg. She was quite a character, often finding her way into the yard to share Bill’s dog food. My pride and joy, however, was the twenty-strong flock of (almost) pedigree Texels I had bought, despite knowing deep down that they wouldn’t suit the ground. I think I was trying to show Dan what a hotshot I was by buying these really good sheep. So far they had managed fine, but I treated them with kid gloves, even more so now they were all in lamb.


I had also recently added a horse to the menagerie – not the shaggy, cobby type of pony I ought to have bought for myself, but a broken-down racehorse, a thoroughbred bay. What was it about me and other people’s reject animals? It seemed to have become a bit of a habit.


Delphinia – Delphi for short – was thin-skinned and had a history of teeth problems. Looking up her race record, I saw she had either fallen or failed to finish most of her races. Added to that, she was a wind-sucker. Wind-sucking is something of a vice in horses. It is a behavioural condition where a horse swallows air as it bites an object, such as the paddock fence, accompanied by a gulping noise. It isn’t uncommon in racehorses and may be the result of stress, or boredom, or even just copied from other horses with the same affliction.


Delphi was the most unsuitable horse I could have found.


She was also in foal.


But she was just so beautiful! Right from the minute I saw her, all sixteen hands of her, I knew she was coming home with me. I bought her for the price of her wardrobe (her rugs, saddle, bridle, and so on) – cheaper than meat money, I was told later. She had the sweetest nature of any horse I’d ever met. She simply didn’t have the killer instinct for the racetrack.


Since I didn’t have any cows, I kept her in the big cattle shed, bedded deeply in straw, wearing three rugs and an old duvet. Although I bought her on impulse, I didn’t regret it for a second.


I had been watching her growing gradually rounder. I didn’t know exactly when she was due, but her previous owner guessed it would be some time in the early spring. I read up on pregnant horses and the literature told me to watch for wax on her teats as a sign of impending labour.


I realised quite quickly that night shift was going to be a grind. I was used to the fast pace of a busy lambing shed, popping out lambs all over the place. But the pedigrees weren’t going to fall into that category. There were just one hundred ewes, their deliveries spread out over nearly a month. It’s hard to keep concentration levels up over such a long shift when there isn’t much going on, and that’s when mistakes are made. Mistakes with valuable pedigrees are unacceptable.


One of Ian’s pack sheep quickly gave me something to worry about, popping out four lambs in quick succession, none of which were particularly thrifty. I spent most of that first night coaxing them to feed and nurturing them as best I could.


I was proud to present the new crew to Ian as he came to take over in the morning.


‘Grand,’ he said, clearly delighted by the now healthy-looking lambs, all four of them tups (males). Relieved they had made it, and pleased to hand over the reins, I gave Ian a quick tour of the rest of the sheep, very much like a handover on a hospital ward when the day staff take over from the night shift. Then I got in my car, ready to leave.


I was about to turn on the engine when I heard Ian shout out. It didn’t sound good. I dashed back to the shed, only to see him holding two of the Leicester quads, stone dead.


‘She’s only gone and bloody lain on them!’


Ovine infanticide – it’s not uncommon, especially in multiple births.


Although saddened, as well as annoyed that my night’s work had gone to waste, I was also relieved it hadn’t happened on my watch. That’s sheep for you, I thought.


At home I let the dogs out and fed and checked my own flock, before wearily making it over the threshold. The heating was on and my bed was beckoning. It took me a few seconds to realise that Dan had been in to collect his things while I was at work.


It felt like a final kick in the teeth.


When I got into bed I was so miserable that, exhausted though I was, I couldn’t get to sleep. I turned this way and that, adjusted my pillow, but it was no good. Daylight streamed through the curtains as my body clock fought against the change in schedule. Putting the light back on, I flicked through a little booklet I’d won in the new year’s raffle at the pub. It was a collection of Border collie memories and stories. On the last page was a poem. I swear I felt my heart break as I read it.




A Dog’s Prayer


If it should be that I grow weak,


And pain should keep me from my sleep


Then you must do what must be done,


for this last battle cannot be won.


You will be sad, I understand;


Don’t let your grief then stay your hand,


For this day more than all the rest,


Your love for me must stand the test.


We’ve had so many happy years,


What is to come can hold no fears,


You’d not want me to suffer so,


The time has come, please let me go.


Take me where my need they’ll tend,


And please stay with me until the end,


Hold me firm and speak to me,


Until my eyes no longer see.


I know in time that you will see,


The kindness that you did for me,


Although my tail its last has waved,


From pain and suffering I’ve been saved.


Please do not grieve, it must be you,


Who has this painful thing to do,


We’ve been so close, we two, these years,


Don’t let your heart hold back its tears.


Writer Unknown
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Coquet


After the long nights of the pedigree lambing in January, I had little respite before heading to my next job, which was also a night shift.


The second lambing was much more my style: twelve hundred ewes, all inside, meant that my twelve-hour shift was busy and gave me little time to contemplate how lonely and isolated I had become. I hadn’t seen anyone other than at my lambing handover since the beginning of the year, and working in permanent darkness had done little to raise my spirits after the fiasco of January.


By the middle of March, everything had become a bit of a grind. I was struggling to sleep during the day and becoming very tired on my shift. I was looking forward to getting back into a more natural routine.


One day, I thought, I would give up this contracting work and concentrate on my own farm. (But Fallowlees wasn’t big enough to provide a proper living so I would need more land – and how was I going to afford that?) One day I would train champion sheepdogs. (But that took time – and time was a cost I had to account for too.) I had a hazy picture in my head of someone beside me, sharing the joys and the struggles in this future existence. (But how was I going to meet that person? Chance would be a fine thing!) I was too much of a dreamer, that was my trouble. In twenty years’ time I’d probably still be here, on my own – the strange lady with the dogs; Heaven help me!


I was looking forward to lambing my own flock of one hundred ewes, particularly the (nearly) pedigree Texels. Each night as I returned home after night shift and before I left for the next one, I would feed my girls and enjoy just watching them. They looked outstanding – fat and healthy. I also couldn’t wait to see the Mule lambs, my favourite sheep. Mules are the cross produced from the mating of a Bluefaced Leicester ram and a pure-bred hill ewe – in my case, the Blackies (Blackfaces). I might have been lambing sheep for a long time, but lambing your own is something different, special, and I couldn’t wait.


I had a short window between the end of my second night shift and the beginning of my own lambing. I used this time to catch up on all the paperwork I had been letting slide for the past few months. It had been weighing on my mind, and although lambing was the perfect excuse to ignore it, I knew I couldn’t leave it much longer.


I really dislike paperwork, but, frustratingly, farming seems to generate such a lot of it. Bills especially.


So it was with a mixture of emotions that I headed off to see my accountant one dreary day at the end of March. On the one hand, I was happy to be out and about in daylight. But on the other, I wasn’t really looking forward to the fluorescent office lights or the disapproving look of my accountant under them as he eyed my badly organised heaps of receipts and my mangled paperwork.


My accountant was based in Berwick, nearly two hours’ drive away. I was going to be away for most of the day.


All was well at the farm when I left. The sheep were fat and in good order, the Texels in the front field with Delphi the horse on the best grass, and the Blackies, which are hardier beasts, on the higher part of the farm where the grass is rougher.


Delphi looked huge! I felt sure she could go any day now. I regularly checked her for waxy teats but had seen no sign of this yet. The foal is going to be too big to get out if she cooks it any longer, I thought.


It was nice to be wearing normal clothes, and I left the house feeling quite respectable, and pleased I was finally going to get this job out of the way. Despite its inconvenience, I enjoyed the drive, and it was always a pleasure to get that first glimpse of Berwick nestled within its hefty walls. Seeing people going about their business there helped me to realise that the world was in good working order, even if I didn’t get to see it these days.


My accountant greeted me with a handshake and asked me to sit down.


‘So, how are things, Emma?’


‘Great. Fine, thanks.’ As I presented him with all my documentation, I couldn’t help thinking that what he was about to read would belie my bullish reply.


Was it my imagination, or did he seem to sigh a lot as he went through it all, asking me questions along the way?


‘A horse now, too?’ He raised an eyebrow.


‘Oh yes, she’s a shepherding pony. Tough little thing. Essential for the farm.’


I gave him my most winning smile as I thought of beautiful, pampered Delphi, all long delicate legs, and hoped he couldn’t tell I was lying.


He was looking at all my receipts now, showing the purchase of farm equipment, sheep, silage … I could sense him working up to something.


He coughed. ‘Well,’ he began, putting everything into a tidy pile, ‘you have a good, saleable service to offer in your contracting, and that’s where you make your money. The farm is – how shall I put it? – a drain on your business.’ He paused for a second, and patted the pile of papers. ‘Now, Emma, if you were to … ’


I cut him short.


‘I realise that, honestly I do, and I’m working really hard to make the farm pay its way. But I’ve only been doing this a couple of years, and businesses can take a long time to establish. It’s early days, really.’


I knew I was babbling, but I would defend my farm and every creature on it to the hilt. Why, if I decided to buy a unicorn I would have a good reason for my decision!


I smiled again. ‘I’ll get there in the end. I’m an optimist.’


I suspected as I left his office that optimism and accounting didn’t really go hand in hand, and that optimism had been the ruin of many a business.


I was in a more cheerful mood as I drove home. The job was done – until the next time, anyway.


I can see Fallowlees a mile from home. There is a moment when I’m on the highest part of the road where the gap in the trees frames her like a beautiful picture. But on this occasion, the picture wasn’t quite right. I could tell there was something wrong. Normally the sheep in the front field would be evenly distributed, like a polka-dot pattern on green material; this afternoon they were clustered in little white mobs in the corners. There was no sign of Delphi.


When I got out of the car I was shocked by what confronted me. There was wool all over the ground in the front field, and the sheep stood, dirty and traumatised, on churned-up clumps of earth. Many of them were bleeding from wounds on their faces and necks. I still couldn’t see Delphi anywhere.


I knew instantly it had been a dog attack. A public footpath runs alongside the field, making it easy for a dog off its lead to get in. Sometimes I saw dogs off-lead in the forest, the owners assuming there was no livestock around until stumbling upon the sheepy little oasis of Fallowlees. Perhaps one of these dogs had set off after a deer and happened upon the sheep? There were all sorts of possible scenarios. What I did know, I thought grimly, was that the owner of the dog or dogs that had carried out this attack would know what had happened. The dogs could not have done this without getting covered in blood themselves.


It couldn’t have come at a worse time. So close to lambing, the strain on the ewes’ bodies was already great. Sheep are also very vulnerable to stress and I could see how badly this had affected them.


I quickly assessed the damage. Six sheep were missing, as well as Delphi.


I was frantic as I ran round the field trying to locate them. In the bottom corner I saw that the gate had been smashed and was lying in splinters on the ground. Beyond it, under the trees in the next field, stood Delphi with my missing ewes. I was breathless when I reached them. I saw to my relief that they were all unhurt. I wondered how they had got to safety. Had Delphi destroyed the gate, or could the panicking sheep have done it? Did the dogs fail to spot them making their escape and spare them the attack, or did Delphi defend herself and her little flock against the assault? I would never know, but at least they were safe.


I went to soothe Delphi and check her over. She seemed none the worse for wear. A quick look at her developing udder revealed, yep, waxy teats. Impeccable timing.


I gathered up the Texel ewes as best I could with Roy and Alfie. (I always wonder if they were distressed as, confined to their kennels, they heard the sounds of the carnage that was taking place but were unable to help.) The wily Blackies on the higher part of the farm had completely escaped the notice of the dogs and were grazing nonchalantly, as I had left them.


When I had them all inside, I surveyed their injuries. Thank goodness for their big thick fleeces, which had protected them like woolly armour from the worst of the attack. A few of them had bites to their legs, and several had lost great chunks of fleece. The ewe who had suffered the most had severe facial injuries and had lost the whole of her top lip.


I rang the vet to ask for his advice. He warned me that with them being so heavy in lamb, there might be worse to come.


I injected the worst-bitten with antibiotics and gave sugary water drench to those who looked flat and exhausted. All of them came to feed, which I took as a good sign, as a really sick sheep would not want to eat.


It was a deeply upsetting experience for me. I could hardly believe I had been so unlucky – my one day off from the farm in months, and disaster had struck. After such a bad start to the year, I had thought I was due a change in my fortunes. Surely I deserved it! I can usually find a bright spot to focus on, but at that moment I felt very low. I hoped that my run of bad luck wouldn’t extend to Delphi’s foaling.


I checked regularly on Delphi throughout the night, setting my alarm every two hours. I would love to say I was there for the birth, but she foaled first thing in the morning, when I was having a nap. Foaling, it turns out, is a far faster affair than lambing or calving.


She gave birth to the most strikingly marked little colt. I named him Coquet, after the valley and river where I enjoyed shepherding most. Coquet had also been the name of a horse my mother rode when she was young. My sisters and I had grown up hearing about this magnificent creature, and the name just seemed to suit the new arrival.


Coquet was exactly as I had imagined: dark bay like his mum, with four knee-length socks, a white face blaze and two thick white flashes on his withers and rump. Delphi was a natural mother and adored him right from the outset.


Karma, of course, was at work, as during the night one of my Texels died, the stress of the attack being just too much. It wasn’t entirely unexpected, but I hoped now that the rest of them would be OK. The ewe missing a top lip seemed to have rallied, though the poor thing looked a fright. Otherwise they were quite the picture – a racehorse, her gypsy-coloured foal and a heap of pregnant Texel ewes all sharing the same shed space, munching happily on their hay.


Time for some good things to happen.
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Big Daddy


It came as no surprise when the Texels didn’t have a good lambing that April. A number of the lambs had died inside the ewes, the stress and violence of the dog-worrying having been too much. This made the births more difficult as the birthing fluids just aren’t the same when the offspring are stillborn. However, Peter, the farmer at my previous lambing, gave me a stock of ‘pet lambs’ as a kind of bonus to replace the ones I had lost.


Lambs become pet lambs when they are orphaned or, more commonly, when a ewe gives birth to more lambs than she can happily rear herself – for example, a ewe having three lambs, or producing milk on only one side of her udder. In these cases a farmer would take one of the lambs away and rear it on the bottle. Most commercial sheep producers don’t like pet lambs: they are difficult to rear on artificial milk and are more susceptible to ailments, so Peter was happy for me to take them off his hands.


In an ideal world, each ewe in my care would rear two lambs, one for each teat. If a ewe gave birth to a dead lamb, a pet lamb could be the answer for both farmer and ewe. I would take one of the pet lambs and soak it in the birth juices of the dead lamb. Then I would tie the pet lamb’s legs so that it would appear to be newborn, struggling to stand for the first time. A ewe’s hormones are so overwhelming at this time that she wants a baby to fall in love with and will hopefully accept this impostor as her own. This technique generally saves a lot of heartbreak. There can be no worse sight than a ewe looking for her dead lamb – and they do. All of their instincts are crying out for something to love, and if I can give them that something, they are none the wiser that it is not their own, and everyone is happy.


Fortunately, only the ewes who had been most worried by the dog attack lost their lambs; most of my other girls rallied and gave birth with no problem. Even Lippy had a single ewe lamb, who gave not a hoot about her mother’s disfigured face. And of course those tough old Blackies gave birth on their own, out in the open, with very little intervention from me.


I had tried to make the best out of a bad situation, but I was so shaken by the dog-worrying that I wasn’t keen to leave the farm. This, coupled with the solitude of months of lambing, meant I hadn’t seen a friend or gone out for a drink – not even a coffee – since the previous year.


I found myself living on bowls of cereal – fast, easy and requiring zero creativity. I knew it wasn’t healthy, I knew I was in a mess, but I also knew that summer was round the corner and I was hopeful I could shake off my apathy when I needed to.


Fortunately my contracting work came along and got me out and about again. The demand for contract shepherding is usually at its greatest directly after lambing, and this year was no exception. The arrival of May found me travelling to a different farm each day. I was often employed by farmers who didn’t have sheepdogs, pleased to have me bridge the gap in their workforce. I would do whatever jobs needed doing, which at this time of year included gathering ewes and lambs for the first time, clipping all the muck off the ewes’ tails, dosing lambs for worms and foot-bathing them. I had around three thousand sheep between the four farms I contracted for and I was never short of work.


This year I had also picked up a contract from my old college, Kirkley Hall, where I had spent an enjoyable year as a fresh-faced seventeen-year-old studying sheep management, with Bill by my side. They had asked me to look after the sheep on their massive hill farm, Carlcroft, as Geoff, the shepherd there, hadn’t been well. It was possibly the nicest work I’d had since starting up my contracting business.


The daily commute from the forest up the valley is as pleasant a one as you will find. The road clings to the Coquet all the way up to the foothills of the river’s birth, flanked by steep hills. Proper sheep country – which makes for proper dog country.


The hills of the Hope and the Slyme are familiar to me as I lambed them during those student days. I’d heard that right up until the 1860s there used to be a Slymefoot pub, an old meeting place for drovers and smugglers, located where the Rowhope Burn meets the River Coquet. There’s nothing left of it now, but it’s fascinating to think of the people who have walked the ground before me.


When I reached the farm I used the quad to drive around both hills inspecting the flock. Roy, Alfie and the youngsters enjoyed running alongside the bike. They all loved the solid two hours of exercise.


Driving a quad on the hills of the Coquet in late spring must class as one of the most enjoyable things on earth. It’s like the land that time forgot. You feel as if you are the only person for miles around. However, you might not be! I remember getting caught short one day after too many morning cups of tea – no facilities anywhere on the hill, of course; you have to get used to powdering your nose alfresco. I was just about to, you know, when seemingly from nowhere, a squaddie in full camouflage stirred about twenty feet away from me. I’d like to say I didn’t scream, but I would be lying. And it echoed for ages! I was mortified, and he looked pretty embarrassed too. The hills are owned by the Ministry of Defence and used regularly for training. Since then I’ve always been a bit more guarded when it comes to calls of nature.


My favourite part of the morning was always coming across the wild goats. They have to rank as some of the most extraordinary creatures I have ever seen. They can usually be smelt before they are seen. The billy goats have a unique stench, like a very overripe goat’s cheese left out in the sun. They are big, shaggy creatures with huge, upright curved horns, like some demon from a storybook. Most of them wear a dark grey colour, but one billy, I assume a very old one, had developed a light silver back like a gorilla. He carried the most impressive horns and seemed to be the dominant male. I guessed he was the father of the majority of the kids. I named him Big Daddy. The nannies were hardy little ladies, with much smaller horns. Since the weather had been so good, many of them had kids that year. The goats aren’t protected, nor are they farmed, nor do they seem to be hunted. They just exist in the valley like they have for hundreds of years. Apparently they have been roaming the hills since Neolithic times, when they probably escaped from farms. They are said to bring good luck and ward away the devil, which would explain why they have escaped persecution for so long.


One day, on finding a little batch of billies nearby, I set Roy the challenge to go and gather them, just to see what would happen. Roy worked his socks off and brought them close enough for me to film them on my phone, a clip I still have to this day. But even tough old Roy couldn’t hold the goats together for long before they split every which way and disappeared into the hills.


The terrain on the hills can be treacherous, and sticking to the quad tracks is the best and, really, the only way to operate safely. The tracks are exactly where they need to be for the shepherd to check and gather the hills effectively; they follow paths all over the hills, and have done since the invention of the quad. Constant use keeps them alive, easy to find and easy to use.


I once found a quad track going up a very steep part of the Hope. I needed to gather some sheep and it was a long way round. I figured if the track was there, it meant Geoff had made it with the bike, and therefore I could too. I put her in gear and with a never-say-die attitude, zoomed her up the hill, knowing that I couldn’t stop or slacken off or all would be lost. En route I felt the bike’s front tyres lighten and lift a bit. I couldn’t help but think of an accident my dad had had at about my age when an old three-wheeler bike had turned over and landed on top of him while he was climbing a hill like this one. Despite his broken back, he had somehow managed to crawl back to the farmhouse, where Mum had called an ambulance. I was shaking like a leaf and my heart was pounding when I made the pinnacle. I decided Geoff was a far braver person than me, and vowed never to do that again.


I discovered later that the track was a ‘down only’ route.


‘No one would be dumb enough to do that one uphill,’ Geoff confirmed.


I remember nodding and agreeing that someone would have to be pretty stupid to try it, while biting my lip and hiding a blush.


Thanks to the combination of approaching summer and doing a job I enjoyed, I was slipping out of my despair. Life at Fallowlees was getting sweeter. The sun was shining. Coquet was a daily delight and quite the entertainer. However, he was a cheeky chap, not averse to giving the odd nip. It was around this time in early summer that I had a special visit from the crew of the television programme Tales from Northumberland, hosted by Robson Green. They were keen to see what life was like on such a remote farm. I took Robson, a devoted racer, to show off my own racehorse and her foal. Robson held out his hand to Coquet in the time-honoured way, hand flat, no fingers loose. Coquet gave it a sniff and looked ever so gently at Robson before biting him square in the middle of his palm. I could hardly believe it was possible! He didn’t do any serious damage, thank goodness, and Robson, being a good sport, just laughed, but I swear I could see Coquet sniggering from his spot beside his placid mother. I think Coquet enjoyed being the only man on the farm. He was surrounded by women, and that’s how he liked it. He was growing up thoroughly spoilt.


Northumberland County Show, the start date in my social calendar, was just around the corner. But a day at Mum and Dad’s was in order first. I hadn’t seen my family for ages.
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