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Introduction


For two years now I have written a monthly column in The Dalesman magazine, and what a joy it has been. I have had some real fun along the way, updating readers with what is happening on the farm – ranging from the sublime (observations of nature and our glorious Yorkshire countryside), to the ridiculous (whitewashed cows, concrete-coated peacocks and children running amok). It really has been a rollercoaster ride, taking people with me on a journey while not knowing myself where it will lead or what will come next (particularly given that each column has to be written in advance, so things on the farm may very well have changed once again by the time it has been published!). And being able to recount these tales is a cathartic experience.


The Dalesman itself needs little in the way of an introduction. This iconic monthly publication is packed with interesting and insightful articles and must be one of the most universally recognized magazines in the country. From the glossy cover right through to the back page it offers fascinating glimpses into the heritage and history of Yorkshire, stories from the countryside, rural life and much more. Over the years it has featured articles written by some of our county’s most illustrious names, so it was with a certain degree of trepidation that I accepted an invitation to become one of its regular monthly columnists. I needn’t have worried. I feel a sense of connection with The Dalesman’s dedicated readership, and it’s not just that we share a deep love of our county. I believe that we have an understanding. I can relax and speak colloquially in my own voice (complete with dialect), and it is that familiarity that makes this magazine a special one to me.


My monthly columns have been collected into this new, delightfully illustrated book, and I hope very much that reading it will inspire many more people to look to The Dalesman for a breath of that bracing Yorkshire fresh air wherever they are in the world. As the playwright Alan Bennett once said, ‘The Dalesman has proved to be something of a river; it just goes flowing on – and like a river it is, I hope, unstoppable.’
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FEBRUARY 2019









‘Winter bites with its teeth and lashes with its tail’, or so the proverb goes, and I’m inclined to agree. There are varying ideas about when winter officially ends, but there is no doubt that in the highest reaches of the Yorkshire Dales we have disproportionately more winter than summer.


February might be the shortest of months in the calendar, but it is the one that really tests the mettle of the shepherd and flock. This is the most cheerless of landscapes when frozen, lonely and barren. There is no respite from the brutal icy blasts of wind that roll in across the moors leaving a scant sprinkling of snow, and with it an endless monochrome vista. This is a place that can invigorate, inspire and, at times, infuriate.


My fingers might be raw and my senses numbed with cold, but time spent up here watching the flock is not time wasted. Being vigilant now, keeping a close eye on the weather, is of the utmost importance, for if there were to be any talk of a storm then the sheep need bringing down off the hills and into safer ground.


The flock awaits my arrival expectantly, having been alerted to the impending delivery of hay by a series of whistles; a whistle carries further than a voice and brings the more adventurous sheep that have strayed far afield streaming back towards me, nose-to-tail in orderly fashion, in single file on the sheep trods. These well-worn paths through the heather follow the contours of the land and afford safe passage through perilous ground consisting of blanket bog and peat haggs.


Every day, a fresh unsoiled area needs to be found where the flock can be foddered cleanly. The pale green-blue-tinged hay brings a hint of colour to the scene, flecks of yellow within, fragile petals of dried buttercups, a distant reminder of the warmth and colour of summer. The sheep mill around. Ravenous, they jostle for position, snatching mouthfuls of hay, wisps of which are picked up and blown away, rolling across the moor like tumbleweed in a Western film.


On most occasions it’s just the sheepdog and myself, though my daughter Nancy (aged two-and-a-half) still likes to travel in the backpack as I do my rounds, master of all she surveys. That’s if she can see at all, as her balaclava keeps twisting around as she cranes her neck, determined not to miss anything that is going on. If I turn my head to the side then I can just about catch a glance of a vision in pink, complete with a runny nose and a look of surprise. The wind blows, the air is cold and her cheeks are rosy, but what a sparkle she has in her eye. I imagine that her senses are in overdrive with the smells, taste and sounds of life on a hill farm.


All of my children have travelled via this conveyance; held securely by the straps, they don’t move, even when I lean forwards to pick up canches of hay. Nancy wears an all-in-one padded suit with attached bootees and mittens that I tie in place with baler twine. Cold hands and feet are a misery I want to spare her, but I have discovered over time that mittens for baby are also essential in the prevention of bald patches on my head. Tearing my hair out over a missing sheep or a bad forecast is one thing, but Nancy’s tiny fingers ripping clumps free is a definite no-no.


The landscape might seem lifeless at this time of year, but romance certainly isn’t dead in this neck of the woods. Every February, without fail, my husband Clive will save a few quid bypassing the newsagents and craft his very own super-sized Valentine’s Day message, aided and abetted by the sheep. With a little thought and preparation he is able to feed his heaf* of sheep in the shape of a heart while I watch this visually spectacular declaration of his affections from a vantage point across on the opposing hill-end. Maybe I should get him to raise the baa (sorry) and request that he makes more effort this year by spelling out ‘I love ewe’.
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MARCH 2019









There are still a few weeks to go before lambing time, and the yows (ewes), particularly the ones carrying twins, are now showing their lambs. One of the most useful modern technologies that we have embraced is ultrasound scanning. The addition of a coloured scanning mark to indicate whether our sheep are carrying a single, twins or are geld (having no lamb) has proven to be a great aid in keeping the sheep in tip-top condition, as we know what to expect at lambing time and can feed them accordingly. Each yow has duly been marked, for one lamb or two, with a coloured ‘pop’ on their fleece.


So now on the moor, as the subdued tones of deepest winter finally give way to a hint of spring, the sheep themselves add a little dash of colour to the landscape. Their wool is adorned with a symphony of colours, all equating to a secret code particular to individual shepherds.


A flock mark states ownership of the sheep and has often remained unchanged for centuries; the Ravenseat flock mark is a black spot on the shoulder. The heaf mark distinguishes which part of the moor they reside upon. The rud mark, on the rump, was applied not by my hand but at tupping time by the male – the mechanics of this transference of colour, I am sure, do not need explanation. The timing of the appearance of this mark gives us an estimated due date for the arrival of a lamb.


Next is the smit mark. This identifies the father: when breeding pedigree sheep this is crucial, as we don’t want any mysteries. So while it may appear that the sheep are wearing technicolour dreamcoats, it is more about methodically recording information than about artistic flair.


There is a spring in everyone’s step now there is a little warmth in the air. The upturn in the weather has given us blue skies, the sun has been shining, and the lapwings, curlews and oystercatchers have returned to us after their winter in kinder climes. Surely they can’t be wrong: springtime must be here.


The window of opportunity for sapling planting is nearly over, and so I had a shopping spree on a tree website at the beginning of the week. I pored over the online catalogue. Pretty, exotic varieties caught my eye: cherry blossoms and monkey puzzles. Then reality hit – the peaty, acidic soil, high rainfall and incessant winds meant that it was all to be mountain ash (or rowan), quickthorn and firs. I did succumb to temptation and ordered something a bit different, though nothing too outlandish: a dozen broad-leaved parkland trees. Whether they grow remains to be seen, but nothing ventured, nothing gained.


A few days later and tree guards are in place to prevent the rabbits from nibbling the saplings, while some hasty repairs to the drystone walls will stop the sheep, cows or horses vandalizing our up-and-coming plantations. It was quite hard work: the steeper banks were stony, the flatter areas waterlogged. We snapped the shaft of the spade, and Nancy lost her welly in a boggy bit. Clemmy (aged three-and-a-half) amused herself rock scrambling, and then we all picnicked outside. For a little time there was relative quiet contentment as sandwiches were stuffed in mouths, and hot tea dispensed from our Ghillie Kettle. There was, of course, the usual bleating, mooing and barking in the distance and, above, the lapwings whirled and tweeted, but it was peaceful enough that we could watch a vole scurrying about among the rough grass. He (or, given the frantic pace, more likely she!) was scampering this way and that. Busy, but with what, I have no idea.


Over the next few weeks, as lambing time approaches, we, too, will be unbelievably busy but sometimes it is good to just sit back and enjoy the view. ‘What is this life if, full of care, We have no time to stand and stare’.
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APRIL 2019









The Easter school holidays fall late this year and coincide perfectly with lambing time, which is always late in the highest reaches of Swaledale. So, at our busiest time of year, we will have all hands on deck – what a perfect combination!


Every year is different, weather-wise, and so far conditions have been very kind to us; cold, but sunny and dry, meaning that the doors to the farmhouse have been wide open all day every day as children – and sometimes animals – go backwards and forwards between the farmyard, fields and house.


Every year we construct a sheep hospital in an adjoining barn, and this will undoubtedly become full of patients, convalescing after a difficult birth or nursing an occasional sickly lamb. Hopefully there’ll be no malingerers, but, as is always the case, there will be a bed-blocker or two – cases that are hard to deal with, owing to a stubbornly steadfast refusal to show any mothering ability whatsoever. The only cure for this awkwardness is perseverance – holding the yow still and distracting her with a scoopful of ration while the lamb suckles. The thought of finding myself with another pet lamb to rear on the bottle is enough of an incentive to keep me focused and determined to win this battle of minds.


Occasionally, the arrival of a sheepdog on the scene can bring out some deep-rooted maternal instincts that will help matters along, the yow naturally standing her ground and protecting her offspring. It really is all about carrot and stick, but with the emphasis on carrot – or, should I say, bribery.


Fortunately, the majority of the flock will lamb outside in the fields without the need for any intervention – out on the fells is the cleanest, healthiest environment there is. A few have been housed in the barn. These are the ones that have the potential to be troublesome – there are some old-timers amongst them, and a few first-time mothers expecting twins. Having them lazing around indoors is convenient in that you don’t need to traverse slopes and navigate rivers just to keep a watch on events, but the downside is the limited space in the building. It increases the likelihood of there being a mix-up at the point of birth, so we need to monitor the occupants twenty-four/seven.


We take it in turns; during the day the younger children will happily be the eyes and ears of the place, watching the ovine dramas unfold in front of their very eyes. They’ll report back to either me, Clive, or one of their older siblings – who, after years of practice, are very capable of intervening and sorting out any issues that might arise.


When darkness falls and the last of the outside sheep have been checked, we sort out (argue over) the rota for checking on the inside lambers. Every few hours through the night either Clive or I pull on our wellies and leggings and trudge to the barn to pen up any yows we find with newborn lambs. This can be done almost on autopilot, without really waking up. Then it’s back to bed for a bit more rest, and up at first light to do it all again.


It will take a month to lamb all the sheep, but the best part is the involvement of the children. It might be the holidays, but lambing time is really a continuation of the full school timetable – all the usual lessons taken in the classroom moved to a different location. PE, in the form of chasing and sometimes wrestling a reluctant sheep; mathematics, in the counting of them; biology, of course; and more often than not there’s an element of problem-solving. Perhaps most importantly of all they are being educated in life skills: common sense, kindness and empathy. Now if those aren’t important lessons then I don’t know what is!
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