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  Introduction




  ‘Thoo won’t rein sa lang up the’er, mi lass,’ said one old boy at the auction leaning over a gate whilst charging his pipe. ‘It’s as bleak

  an’ as godforsaken spot as thoo could wish for.’




  It is now more than twenty years since I first arrived at Ravenseat, and the beauty of the place comes fresh to me every time I climb the moor and look back across this broad sweep of Yorkshire

  countryside, with the ancient stone farmhouse and its outbuildings below me. It is tough terrain, bleak and unforgiving in winter. But it is grand and inspiring, a place where the seasons and

  unpredictable weather dictate to us every day of our lives, but where the rewards of life far exceed the difficulties. It is the place where my husband Clive and I rear sheep, cattle and,

  especially, children.




  When I first arrived here, I was twenty-one. I’d been working as a contract shepherdess, living in a tiny cottage in Cumbria with my sheepdogs, a handful of over-indulged pet sheep, a

  delinquent goat and a couple of horses. I’d found my vocation: I had shunned the urban life that my childhood in Huddersfield had prepared me for and followed my dream to work in the great

  outdoors, with a dog at my feet and a stick in my hand, out on the hills, shepherding sheep.




  When I met and fell in love with Clive I realized I wanted something more: a family. We didn’t set out to create a supersize family, but somehow the openness and freedom of this wild,

  untamed place imprints itself, and filling the farmhouse with the noise and chaos of children seemed the right thing to do. Clive and I work alongside each other on our 2,000-acre farm, caring for

  our 900 sheep and thirty cattle. Our lifestyle encompasses the whole family: where we go, our children go, travelling for miles in my backpack when they are babies, learning to walk with their

  hands on the back of a gentle sheepdog, finding pleasure and contentment in the outdoor life that we all lead, whether it is skiing down the snowy fields in the depths of winter when we are snowed

  in and they cannot go to school, building makeshift dens for themselves in the hay when we crop the meadows in summer, swimming in the dark, peaty tarns, splashing in the icy waterfall behind the

  farmhouse, inventing games around our docile, long-suffering Shetland pony Little Joe, or riding our horses bareback for miles across the moors.




  In my first book I told the story of my early years, how I was seduced by farming life, how I came to Ravenseat to collect a tup (a ram) for the farmer I was working for, and how that was the

  start of my lifelong love affair with Ravenseat, and the man who farms it, Clive Owen. I wrote about our growing family, and the trials and tribulations that go hand in hand with life on one of the

  bleakest, most remote hill farms in England.




  Our lives are all about routine, but within these seemingly mundane tasks lie many variables: the unpredictability of the animals, the people, and of course the weather. No two days are the

  same. We relish the contrasts that this life and place bring, from the loneliness and desolation on the moor tops to the conviviality and warmth of evenings in the hayfields. It is said that in

  Yorkshire you can experience all four seasons within a day, and the same can be said of emotions. Spirits lifted, hopes dashed, from joy through to the depths of despair, life and death all there

  in their rawest form. This is what I love, revelling in the challenge of battling the storms, tramping the moors and rearing a family in this inhospitable place. The story of Ravenseat, and of the

  man, woman and eight children who live here, continues.




  





  1




  January




  The north wind doth blow, and we shall have snow . . .




  Even when the rest of the country is having the mildest of winters, up here it snows. Often it snows for days on end, the snow settling before ‘stowering’ –

  being whipped into a maelstrom by the fury of the wind sweeping from the open moors. Then it numbs our faces, stings our eyes and covers any tracks we make almost immediately. When the weather

  forecasts are reporting a dip in temperatures and wintry showers on high ground, we can be confident that we are in for trouble at Ravenseat.




  The arrival of snow brings with it a blanket of whiteness that envelops everything, and the beauty of the changed landscape takes my breath away: even the familiar shapes of the buildings are

  distorted by the icy cloak, making it all appear so pure and clean. In my first winter at Ravenseat I soon realized why hill farms don’t have letterboxes. The snow gets in everywhere, from

  the gap between the stable doors to the small barn windows. The incursion is not confined to animal quarters, and we stuff rags into keyholes and along sash windows to keep it out.




  As long as the weather is calm and settled, the flocks remain on their heafs (the area of the moor which each sheep recognizes as its own terrain, and the only place they are truly happy). We

  study the forecasts assiduously, always erring on the side of caution, gathering up the sheep and bringing them down from the moor at the first mention of snowfall. We shepherd them down into the

  more sheltered ground nearer the farmhouse: then we can rest easy, knowing there is no risk of an overnight snowstorm burying them alive on the moor tops. In the worst of times, when even the lower

  fields are in danger of being happed up with drifting snow, we put the yows (yews) in the sheep pens where they are safe: their constant movement in the confined space means the snow is trampled

  under their hooves.




  It’s not hard moving sheep in winter: the rattle of a feed bag triggers a stampede towards the quad bike. The sheep are so addicted to their winter rations that they will follow a feed bag

  for miles in the hope of a meal of cake, which is a mixed ration of barley, corn, other cereals and vitamin concentrates. The dogs lollop along behind, keeping them in a tight bunch: it would be

  disastrous for any yow to be left behind in a snowstorm. Only when we have them where we want them do they get the cake, and a feeding frenzy ensues.




  When the snow comes, it is not an even covering as the wind has a tendency to change direction, creating deep drifts against the walls – the same places that the sheep naturally move to

  for shelter. Standing stock-still, heads down and fleeces encrusted with ice, they are sometimes completely covered, disappearing under the peaks, crests and swirls of the crisp white sea.

  Fortunately it is a rare occurrence for sheep to be buried in a snowdrift, but when it happens we use Bill, Clive’s dog, who can sniff out a sheep at twenty paces. We dig them out, but they

  are not grateful, often stubbornly digging their heels in and refusing to wade through the snow to safety.




  One January Clive and I found some tup hoggs blown over in a ghyll next to a wall in the Peggy Breas, one of our fields. When their fleeces are clogged with the driving snow they become heavy,

  and are easily toppled by the wind. We could see heads, and in some cases legs, sticking out from the ridge of snow. They were all alive and well, but there was no gratitude and we puffed and

  blowed, sweating under our layers of clothing, as we dragged them by the horns one by one to the gate.




  ‘At least they ’ave ’andles,’ I said to Clive.




  Every day at Ravenseat starts at 6 a.m., all year round. Clive pulls on his waterproof leggings and wellies and goes outside to start foddering the animals that are in the buildings in the

  farmyard. In the winter, when it is still dark at that time, it makes sense to feed and bed up around the yard before daylight, only setting off to check on the sheep when there is enough light to

  negotiate the precarious routes to the outlying flocks.




  The cows, calves and horses are all safely stabled inside over winter, but the sheep stay out, with the exception of a few old or ailing yows. Somehow, every bit of space in the buildings is

  filled. We wince when visitors occasionally peer over a stable door or into a barn bottom, only to see the very worst of our animals being nursed back to health. It gives a skewed impression

  – our strongest, best sheep are grazing contentedly out on the hills; the ones inside are the ones who are not thriving.




  I get the children out of bed, and breakfast is on the go: everyone eats when they have time, it’s not a formal sit-down meal. Porridge, cereal, eggs and toast are laid on: they help

  themselves. The older children take care of themselves, but I help the younger ones get suited and booted for the day ahead. Raven, who is now fourteen, pulls on her wellies and waterproof leggings

  over her school uniform, and makes a start on cleaning out and feeding the seven horses. All our children are trained from an early age that waterproof leggings go over wellies: you can always

  recognize a townie with their waterproofs tucked inside. Hayseeds, sheep cake, rainwater and all sorts of detritus drop into wellies if they are on the inside; plus, you can leave the wellies

  inside the trousers and pull them on easily the next day. Even little Violet, at five, does it automatically.




  Reuben, who is eleven, is in the farmyard from the crack of dawn, feeding calves and helping Raven clean out the horses.




  Miles, who is nine, feeds the chickens. He also lights the fire in the black range most mornings. Seven-year-old Edith will, along with Violet, bring logs and sticks from the woodshed: the

  children soon learn to keep the home fires burning, as the black range heats the water for baths and showers.




  ‘No fire, cold bath,’ I say if there are any complaints.




  At the same time, I’m filling their lunch boxes. Being part of a big family means none of my children are keisty (picky) eaters. That’s not to say that they don’t have things

  they prefer, but with so many people round the table there’s always a certain amount of bartering going on.




  ‘Anyone want mi mushrooms?’ Miles says, pushing them to the edge of his plate.




  ‘I’ll ’ave ’em,’ says Reuben. ‘But yer’ll ’ave to tek mi tomatoes.’




  The result of all the trading is that occasionally someone ends up with a plateful of one food. Edith loves carrots, and can eat any amount at one sitting.




  ‘Weeell, she’ll allus be able to see in’t dark,’ says Clive.




  Nothing goes to waste. The terriers are on patrol beneath the table, but very little goes their way. Their best chance is to sit under the high chair, and for a time I was convinced that

  two-year-old Annas was passing all her food to Chalky, who loitered with intent near her place. One morning I watched. I gave her some buttered toast, which she clutched in her pudgy little fingers

  before dangling it over the side of the chair, where Chalky was poised. The little dog cocked her head, briefly glanced at Annas, then licked the toast. Annas seemed happy with the verdict that the

  toast was tasty, and reclaimed it for herself.




  At the same time as sorting out the lunch boxes, I’m running through the checklist of who’s doing what at school that day: do they need their swimming things? Do they need to take

  their instruments for music lessons? Which of them needs PE kit today?




  I check they’ve put matching socks on: in a perfect world, all socks would be black, and we’d never have a problem. The flake (clothes airer) that hangs from the ceiling above the

  fire usually holds a supply of lonely socks, and the children are given the job of matching up the odd ones. The flake, also known as ‘the sock chandelier’, is how I dry the vast amount

  of washing I do. It means that through the winter months, the flake is constantly in use. I’ve had many a visitor sitting beside the fire when I’ve glanced upwards and inwardly cringed

  at a huge pair of knickers wafting inches above their head, but that was nowhere near as embarrassing as the visiting vicar who had to grapple with a racy bra that got caught in his hair as he sat

  down for a cup of tea.




  ‘Don’t suppose it’ll be t’first time ’e’s ’ad problems untangling ’imself frae a bra,’ Clive said later.




  I always do the lunches in the morning: I can’t risk it the night before. There are too many predators around here, with Pippen and Chalky top of the list of suspects, though they are not

  always the guilty parties.




  ‘Summat’s been eating my Weetabix,’ Edith said the other day.




  ‘Nay, it hasn’t . . .’ Then I looked and she was quite right, there was a neat hole in the bottom corner of the box.




  ‘I must ’ave torn it when I was bringing it back from t’supermarket,’ I said.




  I didn’t like to admit it, but it had clearly been nibbled by a mouse. I could even see its little teeth marks. In the winter field mice can be a real nuisance, as they come inside for

  warmth. Old houses have so many cracks and holes in whitewashed plaster walls and skirting boards that it’s near-impossible to keep them out.




  ‘I catched six mice t’other day,’ I told my friend Elenor, pleased with myself.




  ‘That’s nowt – I’ve got thirty-six,’ she said.




  I set traps: I don’t use poison, mainly because of the danger to the children, but also because other animals could eat the brightly coloured poison granules, or they could eat the corpses

  of animals who have died because of the poison. The day I gave birth to Sidney I went out to fill the hay racks in the stables and found Chalky lying in a corner, under Josie’s manger.

  Unusually she was stretched out instead of in her normal curled-up sleeping position. I could see she was very ill. Her eyes were sunken, her coat was starey and she was dothering (trembling). I

  rolled back her lips and looked at her gums: instead of a healthy pink, they were completely white.




  I know that rat poison kills by causing internal bleeding, and it was the most probable cause of Chalky’s sudden anaemia and dehydration. Quite honestly, I thought she was a goner.

  Somewhere at the back of my mind I remembered that Vitamin K was supposed to help, and I felt sure I had some in our medicine cupboard. It’s given out to new mothers who breastfeed, and I

  thought that I had some left over from when I’d had Violet.




  I rang the vet and described the symptoms, and she agreed that I should give Chalky an oral dose of Vitamin K. She said I had nothing to lose, but that I should then get Chalky down to the

  Kirkby Stephen vet practice as quickly as possible. I reckoned I could get her there in half an hour if I put my foot down.




  ‘Aye, I’d say she’s taken poison,’ Lesley said, looking at Chalky’s gums. ‘At a guess I’d say she’s been ratting, and maybe chomped on a poisoned

  rat. It doesn’t take much to kill a small terrier,’ she added as she listened to Chalk’s heart.




  ‘No hope?’ I asked glumly, biting my bottom lip to stop the tears welling up.




  ‘Nay, I didn’t say that. Here’s what we’re going to do . . .’




  Lesley always has a truck full of dogs of various shapes and sizes, and it seems one of the prices for living the life of a pampered pooch with the vet is that her dogs are a walking blood

  transfusion service: no consent forms to sign, no awkward questions about whether you recently had a tattoo, they’re available to be hooked up at any time. Lesley’s lurcher saved

  Chalky’s life. I had to leave her at the surgery to receive the donated blood and to be stabilized, and because I gave birth to Sidney (in an ambulance, near Reeth) later that day, I

  didn’t get to collect her until two days later, when she was given the all-clear. Chalky was none the worse for her near brush with death. We reckon she maybe runs faster now that she’s

  got lurcher blood coursing through her veins.




  At ten past seven the two oldest, Raven and Reuben, get into the school taxi that pulls into the yard to take them to the square at Gunnerside, thirteen and a half miles away, where they wait

  for the bus to take them to Richmond. It takes nearly two hours to get from home to school and the same coming back, a huge chunk out of their day. At first, when they started at secondary school,

  they were both very tired, and probably shell-shocked after leaving the little local school for a comprehensive. They adapted quickly, so much so that Raven can read a book while she travels, with

  no trace of travel-sickness. Reuben reckons he can do his homework en route, his left-handed scrawl maybe no more untidy than usual. They both seem studious, a surprise considering that Clive and I

  were half-hearted scholars.




  The same taxi arrives back into the farmyard at ten past eight, to take Miles, Edith and Violet to school. The school at Reeth and the school at Gunnerside are run together as a confederation,

  but they are quite a long way apart. Gunnerside is nearer to us, eleven miles away, while Reeth is seventeen and a half miles away. Because the children split their time between the two schools

  it’s a bit of a logistical nightmare: they are always leaving their shoes, PE kit, sandwich boxes or coats at one school when they should be at the other. Thank goodness Darryl, the taxi

  driver, has a grip on who goes to which school on which day.




  The little ones, four year old Sidney and Annas, are dressed and fed before the taxi goes out of the yard. We wave their brothers and sister off, and then we go out to join Clive in the yard. I

  have a three-wheeler all-terrain ‘running pram’ with big bicycle wheels so that I always have somewhere safe to put the little one while I’m busy in the yard, but as soon as

  I’m on the move the baby goes into the baby back carrier. Once all the mucking out and foddering is done, it’s time to load up the quad bike and trailer with hay and feed. Clive and I

  and the children sometimes go together to the sheep, but more often we go separately, feeding the yows and checking for any that need attention. Time spent observing the flock is never time wasted.

  A few minutes spent paring an overgrown hoof is well spent: prevention is better than cure.




  The weather conditions, and how perilous the journey, dictate whether the children will be in the trailer bouncing around on the hay, or whether they stay down in the farmyard with either me or

  Clive as we fill bags of cake ready for the next trip.




  January is, on paper, a quiet month. If the weather is settled, the cold is not an issue for the flock. There may be little grass for them to eat, but the hay we made in the summer feeds them.

  We make small hay bales that split easily so that we can spread it out, so that even the shyest of the sheep gets a chance to eat. Also, it’s a good way to distribute seeds for next

  year’s crop, reseeding the pastures by entirely natural means, though it doesn’t work when the wind picks up and our prized hay can be seen blowing across the moor, balling up and

  rolling like tumbleweed in a Western, until it eventually disappears from sight. This is wasteful, so then we use round hay feeders. We’ve got a couple, but we don’t like them. The

  ground around them becomes paddled with mud as the hooves churn it up, and Swaledale sheep have horns which can get stuck when they put their heads through the metal bars into the feeder. Some

  stand quietly, accepting that they are going nowhere and either eventually extricate themselves or wait for us to come to the rescue; others panic and writhe about, and have been known to contort

  themselves in such a way that they can suffocate. Trying to free a tight-horned yow stuck in a feeder can be a real battle of wills, the yow pulling backwards with all her might while we try to

  push her head forwards and down, resulting in nipped fingers. Sometimes the only way to rescue her is to saw her horn off.




  We’ve also got a couple of hay racks on wheels, with mesh grids down the side. The problem with these is that the sheep push their noses through the square gaps in the grid to get the hay,

  and it ruins the look of their noses. The white marking round the nose becomes more angular and square. The damage cannot be remedied, and the sheep will not sell so well at the breeding sale where

  looks are paramount.




  We start feeding the flock twice a day as soon as the weather gets really rough, though we try to delay this as long as possible, to keep our hay supplies going. But if they can’t graze

  because of the deep snow, they need extra rations.




  After all the work we put into our hay crop (you’ll read about it in August), I get a bit obsessive about it. I dislike waste at the dinner table, and I dislike waste when feeding the

  stock. I chase wisps of hay that are blowing down the yard and I once got really annoyed with some resident tups who were overwintering in one of the loose boxes in the yard. Twice a day I took

  them fresh water, a handful of cake and a few canches of hay which I put in their trough for them to nibble at throughout the day. Every time I looked over the stable door they would be pawing at

  the hay, just picking at it, and by teatime they would be looking at me with hungry expressions as if to say: ‘I’m really ravenous but I’ve got a lovely comfy bed . . .’




  It’s not just the fact that it’s a waste of good food. Hay is terribly heavy to lift when you have a barn to muck out by hand with a fork. We use straw for bedding, which we buy in,

  and in the big building we bed the cows on seaves (rushes), which grow in the wetter areas of our hayfields. After our main hay harvest is over, we cut them, dry them and bale them.




  When we hear that heavy snow is coming, we keep the children home from school, especially the older ones who have furthest to travel. Lying in bed with the curtains open, we can tell when

  there’s been a significant snowfall. A harder, more unforgiving light is cast, and there’s a muffled silence that still perplexes me; why is it so instantly recognizable when Ravenseat

  is as quiet as can be at the best of times? The peace is soon shattered, as the children rush out there sledging, building igloos, throwing snowballs, and skiing. Before they leave the farmhouse

  there is a frantic scrabbling in the hat basket for balaclavas, gloves, mittens. They are dressed in layer upon layer of tights, socks, body warmers, overalls, coats, and waterproof mittens on top

  of gloves.




  I bought some second-hand skis on eBay that keep them amused for hours going up and down the slopes. From Violet upwards they are very proficient at downhill racing, but none of them knows how

  to turn, and the end of each run is the point where they stop or fall over. Muck-spreading can play havoc with the slopes, and hitting a frozen lump of dung at speed results in a few impressive

  aerial moves. Trudging back up the hill is a chore, so Little Joe the pony or an obliging sheepdog are persuaded to act as ski lifts, with mixed results: the animals don’t quite get the hang

  of where they are supposed to go, and tend to tow the children off in the direction of the stables rather than back up the hill. Sometimes I take pity on the kids, and pull them to the top with the

  quad bike.




  Empty feed bags stuffed with straw make comfortable sledges for the smaller children, though there are inevitably complaints when they hit frozen molehills and are catapulted into the air. The

  downside of their many layers of clothing usually comes about five minutes after they go outside:




  ‘I wanna wee,’ says Sidney, jumping up and down.




  ‘I think tha’ Annas ’as pooped,’ says Reuben, nodding towards a small figure standing in the farmyard with a look of deep concentration on her cherubic face.




  ‘Great,’ I mutter, taking off my gloves.




  They may be getting time out of school but they don’t get away without doing their homework. We have the internet, and schoolwork is emailed to us. So when the impromptu Winter Olympics is

  over, and the soggy gloves and hats are steaming on the back of the range, it’s down to work. There’s no mobile signal at Ravenseat, and we can’t have broadband because we are too

  far from a telephone exchange. The only way we were able to get online was to install a satellite dish. Running a business without the internet is near on impossible, but it wasn’t long after

  the dish was installed that I discovered the social buzz of Twitter, which is infinitely more fun than VAT returns and electronic cattle movements. We were initially dubious as to whether a

  satellite would survive the rigours of our weather, but it has endured everything, including gale-force winds. Only a direct lightning strike put it out of commission: it was frazzled and needed to

  be replaced.




  At some point, the electricity will go off. It happens every year, usually in winter, when storms bring the lines down. Electricity finally came to the top of Swaledale in the

  1960s. It was a very big event and the National Parks authority was opposed to it, because they saw the electricity pylons as a blot on the landscape.




  At the time, not all farmers were convinced of the merits of an electricity supply – especially as they had to fork out nearly £300 each to be connected, and that was a lot of money

  back then.




  In the relatively short time I have lived here, electricity has become more and more important in our lives, not always to good purpose. It’s ironic that while energy efficiency is such a

  hot topic, things that once upon a time worked well without electricity now need it. Water used to come out of the taps without it, but now an expensive and complex water purification plant is

  needed to have a public water tap. Even our septic tank now has an electricity supply which is supposedly so efficient that it is possible to drink the water that drains out of it, but I have no

  intention of trying. When everything works, it is fine, but when the electricity is off, we’re in trouble: you can’t even flush the toilet.




  High winds are the usual cause of power failure, and it usually happens in the worst of the winter weather, when the children can’t get to school. At first it is a novelty, going back to

  the old ways, and whatever happens we always have a snug farmhouse to retreat to. We will never replace the open fire with anything that relies on electricity.




  Outside in the bitter cold, merely touching the gates without gloves is painful, your deadened hands seem to stick to the metal. The water troughs freeze over and we have to break the ice to

  refill them, carrying buckets of water and bales of hay on our backs. I suffer badly from kins, my finger ends repeatedly splitting and bleeding during these harsh days.




  I walk with my head down, to avoid being lashed by the wind that scours down from the hills and whorls around the yard. My thoughts often turn to our forebears, the men and women who farmed this

  land for centuries past, enduring the same conditions as us but without wellies, waterproofs, and hot showers to revive them, and only smouldering peat fires to warm the draughty farmhouse. People

  may think we are tough and hard but our life is one of luxury compared to theirs. There were no quad bikes to take them up to the sheep on the moors, they walked miles to market with eggs and

  cheese to sell. From reading local history books and examining census records, I know that nobody stayed too long at Ravenseat farm in those days: it appears to have been a transitional place, with

  several smaller farms where we now have one. The families never ventured far, many remained in Swaledale for years, but they generally farmed here as young folk, leaving Ravenseat’s exposed

  and unforgiving land when they could find somewhere just a little bit better.




  Much of our energy in winter is spent keeping the animals well fed, but there’s a family to sustain as well.




  ‘It’s yer belly that keeps yer back up,’ they say round here. With no afternoon teas to do, or breakfasts for guests who stay in our traditional shepherd’s hut, I have a

  little more time to spend in the kitchen, cooking. I fill our big black pot with meat and vegetables and leave it simmering on the traditional black range. Sometimes I bake bread, oatcakes, buns,

  cakes. I get plenty of practice, because nothing lasts long around here. I make double or triple quantities, reckoning it will last a couple of days, but next time I look in the tins there are just

  a few remaining crumbs, or perhaps one token lonely bun, as if to say: ‘Well, we didn’t eat it all.’




  Our freezers and our pantry are filled before the winter: we expect to be snowbound at some point, and we need to be self-sufficient. The children love it when I cook on the black range: the

  smell permeates the whole house. The downside is that in the cold weather they are all ravenously hungry, and they are tortured by the aroma:




  ‘Is dinner ready, Mam?’ is a constant refrain.




  I prove bread in the ovens of the range, or on the hearth if the ovens are too hot. The little ones watch me testing whether it has risen enough by pushing my finger in and watching the dough

  bounce back, and when I am not looking they like to have a go. I have found many a loaf with the dents of several little fingers in it.




  ‘Who’s been pokin’ t’bread?’ I ask.




  ‘Weren’t me,’ is the general chorus.




  ‘Must’ve been Chalky,’ one of them pipes up. A dozing Chalky’s ears will flicker in recognition of her name but she’ll never move from her comfortable nest under

  the settle.




  The worst time is if the water is off. You go to the bathroom when you wake up, turn the tap and . . . nothing, sometimes just hissing, the sound of air escaping. That is really bad, much worse

  than the electricity being off. You don’t know how much water you use until you have to carry it from the river. Once the water supply to the house is frozen it’s impossible to get it

  back on, as the pipes run under the concrete in the farmyard. We have in the past tried and failed to get it running again, but now we resign ourselves to waiting until the temperature rises. There

  is a great deal of water-carrying into the house by the bucketload, heating it in kettles to wash the children as well as we can. Washing long hair is never easy. The water is either too hot or too

  cold; then you need to heat more water up to rinse the shampoo off.




  The pipes to the outdoor water troughs go underground, then up and through the nearest drystone wall, and it is usually just the last bits in the wall that are frozen. There’s no

  electricity supply nearby, so you can’t use something sensible like a hairdryer to gently thaw them. Inevitably, after days of frustration, we resort to the trusty blowtorch, but if you are

  not very careful you can end up with a burst pipe, so it’s better to be patient and stick with the buckets. There is no shortage of water, as Ravenseat has a river close by in every

  direction. When the troughs are frozen solid we can provide the horses with water by taking them down to the ford; but the old adage about leading horses to water but not being able to make them

  drink is very true.




  Cows drink an enormous amount of water, and it seems like a good idea to take them to the river rather than ferry endless buckets to the troughs. But as soon as they get out of the buildings

  they like to stampede up the snowy fields, making them even thirstier. One wintry day, after chasing the galloping, sweating cattle back into the barn, I decided that I’d had enough, and the

  water troughs were going to be defrosted by fair means or foul. I’d seen a TV programme about Siberia where a fire was lit under a car to get the engine going. It sounded dangerous: fire near

  to petrol. But I figured fire near to water wasn’t such a worrying combination. So I sneaked into the tool shed without Clive noticing: I knew he wouldn’t approve of my plan. Matches,

  some loose straw, and a small bottle into which I’d decanted a little bit of red diesel were all assembled at the other side of the barn wall from the water troughs. I reckoned that I’d

  soon get a bit of heat into the ground, and the cows would have their drinking water back in no time. I laid my fire carefully, scraping away the snow and the topsoil and getting as near as I dared

  to the wall. The fire burned hot to start with, fed by wood shavings and anything else I could lay my hands on, like the string and bits of crumpled paper that lurked at the bottom of my pockets.

  As soon as it had burned for a few minutes, I departed, pleased with myself and sure that Clive would be none the wiser.




  A couple of hours later he stormed into the house with a face like thunder.




  ‘Yer know t’water into t’coos?’ he said.




  ‘Mmmmm.’ I could tell from the look on his face that this was not the moment to boast about my clever scheme.




  ‘I’ve got serious trouble wi’ mi waterworks,’ he said.




  I resisted the temptation to reply with a smart quip: it was clear from his mood that this was no laughing matter. When I went outside with him I saw a geyser of water spraying high into the air

  from behind the barn. The whole water supply had to be shut off to investigate and, hopefully, remedy the problem. The frost on the ground was nothing to the frosty reception I got when Clive found

  the blackened, half-melted alkathene pipe. The weather was too bad to head off to the hardware shop for replacement pipe fittings, so I served my penance carrying far more buckets of water than

  I’d ever have needed to, if I’d only been patient.




  But when it comes to impatience, I’m not alone. I’ve heard of farmers in the old days, when the pipes were made of copper, putting an electric current through them. It had one of two

  instant outcomes: thawed pipes, or death . . .




  Wood is an essential fuel: we use it to supplement the more expensive coal, which we have delivered. The job of stacking the wood usually falls to Reuben and Miles, with Edith

  and Violet taking charge of bringing enough into the house to last the day. We are not log snobs: it doesn’t matter whether it spits or gives off a good aroma. Forget seasoned hardwood

  – at Ravenseat we burn anything, including old pallets.




  Poor Raven once stood on a piece of pallet with a nail sticking out, which went right through the sole of her welly and into her foot. She hopped around squealing until Clive removed the

  nail.




  ‘’Ow bad was it, Dad?’ she shrieked, still hopping.




  ‘It were so far in I didn’t knaw whether to use mi fencing pliers to pull it out, or use mi hammer an’ just bend it over on’t other side. . .’ he said jokingly.




  Luckily, it hadn’t gone deep into her foot; it was a superficial cut and there was no harm done, apart from a spoilt welly.




  Every winter we send sheep away from Ravenseat to spare them the worst of the weather. Most of them go at the back end of the year, in November, but we have one small flock that sometimes goes

  later. We rent a field near Teesside Airport, which has enough grass to sustain about forty-five sheep. We take our thinnest in-lamb shearlings, the ones expecting their first lambs. That’s a

  nice number: just one trailer load, so we don’t have to arrange transport on a lorry for them.




  It was New Year’s Day 2014 when Clive asked me to take them on their winter holiday, and to collect a bull from a neighbouring farmer on the way home. The land at Teesside suits the sheep,

  with the fields overlooked by a nursing and residential home for elderly people and not used by other livestock. Not only is it good pasture, but the residents take great delight in watching the

  sheep, counting them, keeping a check on them. There was huge excitement a couple of years ago when one of the yearlings lambed early, while they were still there. The owner of the field, a nearby

  farmer, casts his eye over them for us now and again, but on the whole they thrive left to their own devices. I take them some mineral lick buckets every few weeks while they are there, but

  that’s all they need.




  So on New Year’s Day I dropped them off, then decided that, as I was close to a supermarket, I’d pick up some supplies. Our trailer, although in good working order, did have a couple

  of issues that made it less user-friendly. The handbrake at the front was so stiff that in order to release it I had to jump up and down on it (a peculiar sight) and it had no jockey wheel, which

  you need in order to attach the trailer to the vehicle towing it. It had met its demise long ago, as a result of our forgetting to lift it when setting off. Consequently it required two people and

  a fence post to get the trailer on or off: one to lever up the front and the other to back under it or drive away from it. This was a problem that Clive didn’t seem to take too seriously.




  ‘I hate this trailer,’ I’d say as I reversed up to it yet again in an attempt to get it realigned before setting off. ‘It’s a nightmare gettin’ it

  hitched.’




  ‘Just don’t tek it off then,’ was Clive’s solution.




  This meant that I couldn’t just dump it in the field after I’d let the sheep out. No, I had to trail the damned thing with me. Anyway, this New Year I was hungry, and decided to get

  myself something at the drive-through McDonald’s. In hindsight this was not a good idea. There was a fair bit of traffic about considering it was a bank holiday, but I’m used to driving

  about hauling a trailer, so I didn’t worry when I saw the sign about limited headroom. I thought this usually meant no lorries. It was only after I’d shouted my order into the speaker

  and was edging forward in the queue that I saw that there was an overhang at the next window, where they hand out the food, and it was far too low for the trailer. There was nothing for it but to

  reverse out. Now, it seems that a large proportion of the population of Darlington had also decided to go for a McDonald’s, and there was a long queue behind me. I rang Clive, which is my

  default response in any crisis.




  ‘I’s stuck in t’drive-through,’ I said. I was harassed and could have done with some kindly, supportive words. All he could do was laugh and say: ‘Serves yer reet

  for not bringing mi a burger. Get a picture.’




  Like I was ever going to jump out and start taking photos when there was a crowd of hungry drivers baying for my blood.




  What followed was a lot of reversing, plenty of cursing, a few heated exchanges, and a confused member of McDonald’s staff, probably handing out the wrong meals to the wrong customers, as

  I never got as far as cancelling my order.




  I eventually extricated myself, and then drove to the supermarket. It was nearing closing time as I ran in, and by the time I had hurriedly filled my trolley the light was fading fast. I decided

  to reconfigure the innards of the trailer in the car park, converting it from the two decks I needed for the sheep to a single deck for the bull. So there I was, scrabbling about in the near-dark,

  getting sheep muck in my hair, and thinking this was a great way to spend the first day of the year.




  ‘Start as you mean to go on,’ I muttered to myself.




  I was also thinking about the bull, an animal with a history as far as Clive and I were concerned. I distinctly remembered Clive saying, ‘Never again,’ the last time we handed Keith

  the Beef back to his rightful owner.




  We have a small herd of Beef Shorthorn cattle, and because we only have a few, we borrow a bull. Beef Shorthorns are on the rare breeds list, and we like them as they are a native breed. In the

  same way that Swaledale sheep belong at Ravenseat, so too do the Beef Shorthorns, suited to this landscape, making the most of the rougher grazing and tolerating the weather conditions better than

  the continental and more modern breeds. They have been around the dales for centuries: a treatise written by an agricultural reformer in 1771 referred to the cattle of Swaledale as ‘short

  horns’.




  The bull’s official pedigree name is Domino, but it doesn’t suit him, apart from the fact he’s definitely a black-and-white character. I shouldn’t complain about him

  because in one way, the main way, he did his very best. He impregnated all our six cows, and they gave birth to five healthy heifers and one bull calf, almost doubling the size of our herd in a

  year. That’s a good result. One of the calves was born really late, near Christmas. We had decided its mother was geld, a non-breeder, and because she’d always been rolling in fat

  we’d never seen her come ‘a bullin’’, or in season. But clearly she hadn’t escaped Keith’s attention!




  To keep things orderly we name the calves with a different letter of the alphabet each year. The letter for these calves was G, so we named them Gwendoline, Gloria, Grace, Gladys, Gaynor and

  Gilbert. We raised Gilbert until he was about eighteen months old, then we sold him as a ‘store’. That meant he was sold on to another farmer who had the means to fatten him up. Living

  where we do, with no arable crops and short summers, it would have been a costly exercise for us to fatten him. The heifer calves are kept and have increased the size of our breeding herd.




  We had thought about buying our own bull, and Clive and a friend of his went to an open day at the farm of a renowned breeder of pedigree Beef Shorthorns. We were looking for a lighter-coloured

  roan bull, and there was one on show that Clive really liked.




  ‘Where yer valuing ’im?’ he asked the farmer.




  ‘I was looking for around £8,000.’




  ‘Bloody ’ell. We cannae stretch to that, we’ve only got an ’andful o’ cows.’




  So it was back to Keith. If my New Year’s Day had been rubbish up to that point, it didn’t get any better. Keith did not want to come out of his owner’s comfortable pen and get

  into the trailer. When a bull doesn’t want to do something . . . He flat-out refused to step off the straw and onto the concrete floor. I felt terribly guilty that on New Year’s Day my

  friend, who was doing us a great favour by loaning us the bull, should now be digging out the bull pen with the muck fork. Eventually Keith succumbed to temptation, taking great strides out of the

  pen and into the trailer when a bucket of barley was waved in front of him.




  Then my day took a turn for the better: our farmer friend handed me a box of chocolates as a belated Christmas present, as well as Keith’s passport (all cattle have passports, which is

  more than I do). Remember, I hadn’t managed to get my McDonald’s lunch, and I was starving. I’m ashamed to say I munched my way through the chocolates on the long, cold, dark

  journey home. All the chocolates.




  Then, feeling guilty (and slightly sick) and not wanting the rest of the family to know I’d eaten the lot, I threw the evidence, the chocolate box and packaging, on the fire when I got in.

  It was a few months later that I started to look for Keith’s passport. I couldn’t find it anywhere, and I can only guess I accidentally incinerated it along with the chocolate box . . .

  Divine retribution: I may have gained a few pounds from gorging on chocolates, but I lost twenty having to buy a replacement passport.




  It wasn’t long after my trip to collect Keith that Clive agreed the time was right for our trailer to be fettled at the local garage by our loyal mechanic, Metal Mickey. It had nothing to

  do with the McDonald’s fiasco, or with me nearly putting my back out trying to lift the trailer single-handed. The event that prompted the decision to get it repaired came when we were trying

  to get the trailer on before going to pick up some stray sheep. Clive was doing the levering with the post, and I was reversing. I kept shouting ‘Which way?’, but Clive is a bit deaf

  and either didn’t hear me, or wasn’t listening. I was reading his hand signals in the mirror: left, right, back a bit. Then I saw a few more unorthodox signals: Clive hopping about and

  putting his hand between his knees. I’d accidentally trapped and squished his finger. He was yelping in pain, and an impressive blood blister later developed. I was not happy that he’d

  hurt himself, but I was happy with the inevitable conclusion when the next day the trailer went to Mickey’s to be fettled.




  We don’t have a great track record with vehicles, but in our defence, we have to do a fair amount of off-roading. Farm vehicles are real workhorses that suffer far more than the average

  wear and tear, bumping across cattle grids, potholes, ditches. I was driving to Hawes one day with the children and when I glanced in the rear-view mirror, I noticed that the top part of the mesh

  door on the back of the pickup had gone. I went cold: I imagined it falling off and taking out the windscreen of a car behind. All the way back home I made the children play ‘spot the

  door’ instead of our usual I-spy (something beginning with sh . . . ‘Sheep!’). We eventually found it, lying in the middle of the road about a mile from Ravenseat, so it must have

  dropped off right at the start of the journey.




  At least it was the top part of the door that came away on that occasion. Another time I went back to my home town, Huddersfield, for a family funeral. While I was there I decided to load up

  with lots of Indian spices and other exotic foods that aren’t easily available in Swaledale. I bought a huge sack of onions very cheaply, large bags of turmeric, cumin, coriander and the

  spicier curry pastes that I really appreciate, coming as I do from the home of some of the best curries in the country. I loaded it all into the back of the pickup, and pulled into the farmyard at

  Ravenseat late in the evening only to find that the bottom rear door had dropped down somewhere in transit. Not all had been lost, but I had left a trail of onions and spices behind me along the

  road, and a fragrance that probably puzzled a few people driving the same route.




  Losing shopping is one thing; losing animals is a bigger problem. On one occasion I volunteered to transport some Herdwick sheep belonging to our friend Alec. Alec lives relatively nearby, over

  on Stainmore, and can often be found at Ravenseat, helping out in the sheep pens or doing a bit of DIY around the farmhouse for me. DIY is not Clive’s forte, but put him and Alec together and

  they make a great team, if they don’t kill each other in the process. Alec is an excellent builder, doing everything perfectly with no margin for error. If he hangs a gate then it

  will swing properly, the sneck will latch properly and it will never fall off its hinges. Clive, on the other hand, has a more relaxed approach and is a firm believer in six-inch nails, fencing

  pliers and baler twine, much to the irritation of Alec.




  In return for him helping us out we look after his small flock of sheep when his own fields are bare. I was heading for his field at Soulby near Kirkby Stephen, towing the small stock trailer,

  when I glanced in my mirror and saw a little, rotund grey-and-white sheep disappearing into the distance behind me as I drove past Hollow Mill towards Tailbrigg. The jolting of the trailer had

  loosened the pins on the trailer’s rear door, causing it to drop down and allowing all the sheep to jump to freedom. The only sheep on the moor up there are Swaledales, so these little fellas

  stood out, and luckily I had Clive’s dog Bill with me. Bill really dislikes travelling, so he was very happy to jump out and do the thing he most enjoys: rounding up sheep.




  January is the month when we collect a new flock of hens from our friend James’s farm. He keeps laying hens, and rings us up every year to tell us when it’s time for him to renew his

  hen stock. The sheds must be cleaned and disinfected and the old birds are given away free to anyone who wants them, so we always collect some, because as our flock gets older they stop laying and

  eventually die, peacefully, of old age. Nobody keeps tabs on who exactly lays eggs or who doesn’t, so there could be some geriatric hens amongst our flock who haven’t produced an egg in

  a very long time, but Miles and Sidney love their chickens. They are in charge of all chicken duties: feeding, cleaning, collecting eggs (with help from Edith and Vi). They were both very excited

  when Chicken Day arrived. We had to go that day: the lorry was coming at darkening to take the chickens that were left to be processed (I don’t like to dwell on this, particularly as I enjoy

  a chicken curry myself), so this was our last chance.




  Miles had spent all Saturday, with some help from Reuben, making a Chicken Rehabilitation Unit for when they arrived. He’d built some nestboxes and filled them with the softest hay he

  could find, then he’d cut entry holes into some upturned mineral buckets so they could have somewhere dark to hide. He’d hung improvised feeders from the ceilings, and blocked up the

  window in the barn with hessian sacking to make it warmer: we know the featherless hens we bring back take a while to adjust to life at Ravenseat.




  As I looked out of the window on the Sunday morning I groaned inwardly and thought: ‘I could really do without this . . .’ It was a whiteout. Snow had settled overnight, and there

  was now a swirling blizzard. It looked set to settle even deeper, and I would have much preferred to stay home. But I didn’t want to disappoint the boys, and it would be a full year before we

  got another chance at the chicken run.




  Road conditions meant it would be easier to take the pickup, because if I took the Land Rover I would also need the trailer. Looking on the bright side, I knew I could take the opportunity to go

  to a supermarket to collect some shopping: it was looking as if we would be snowed in for a few days, and I needed to stock up on supplies. Miles and Sidney came with me, even though I told them we

  would be going a long way round through Sedbergh and across the M6. They were not going to be persuaded that it would be warmer and more comfortable for them to stay by the fire in the farmhouse:

  they wanted to select the new hens.




  We were only a couple of miles down the road when I heard the first ‘Are we nearly there yet?’ I stayed patient: it was going to be a long day.




  The council usually grits the main roads, but we were on smaller quieter country lanes and it was very early on a Sunday morning so there was nobody else daft enough to have ventured out yet. I

  had thrown a shovel into the back of the pickup, because I knew from experience that scooping grit from the roadside with bare hands is no fun. The abrasive grit, and the high proportion of salt

  mixed into it, left my hands stinging and sore for days. Sheep love the salt, and they lick their way through the piles left at the roadside. Salt helps with Vitamin D deficiency in the winter, and

  we give our sheep salt along with their vitamins, as they aren’t anywhere near a road for free supplies courtesy of the council. We buy big lumps of Himalayan rock salt for them to lick.




  The previous year, I’d done the chicken run the wrong way round: I’d collected the chickens before I went to the supermarket. The chickens were all trying to escape into the

  supermarket car park while I was loading in the shopping. So this time I was sensible: shopping first. I go to supermarkets so infrequently that when I get the chance, I make the most of it and

  fill my trolley. I managed to stow quite a few bags of shopping in the front cab of the pickup, then tied the top of all the other bags carefully, before putting them in the back: I didn’t

  want the chickens pecking at the contents.




  Meanwhile Miles and Sidney were sitting in the pickup, temporarily distracted by the warm pies I’d bought them at the deli.




  ‘Not chicken, are they?’ Miles asked as he nibbled at the pastry.




  We were soon at the chicken unit. Clive had given us strict instructions to get no more than a dozen, remembering the time I set off for twenty and came back with a hundred; but when you see

  them, and you know what their fate will be if you don’t take them, it’s hard not to let your heart rule your head. After discussing it with the boys, we took thirty. After all,

  we’ve got room for them all in our barns, and they are amazingly productive. I have a whole range of tried and trusted recipes for when we have an egg glut: chocolate mousse, custards,

  meringues, brûlées, omelettes and French toast.




  Miles said: ‘Are we going back the same way, Mam?’




  I didn’t fancy spending any longer on the road than I had to, but to go the other, more direct route meant crossing the boundary between Cumbria and Yorkshire beyond Kirkby, on a

  notoriously difficult road that is often blocked with snow.




  ‘We’ll see. Let’s drive up to t’bottom o’ Tailbrigg and tek a look,’ I said. The warning sign ‘Road Closed Due to Snow’ had been put out, and

  there were wheel marks where other vehicles had turned round. Shall we risk it? Or shall we do the forty-mile detour? I thought, keeping my fears about the treacherous journey ahead of us

  to myself.




  A car drove up behind us and I was hoping he’d overtake and go up, with me following in his wake. But he took one look at the hill and turned round. I did what I usually do when in doubt:

  I rang Clive, knowing that this was the last place I would get a signal. Edith answered the phone, but Clive rang back.




  ‘I’m either gonna to be home in fifteen minutes, or in a few hours,’ I said.




  ‘Mek sure thoo’s in four-wheel drive, back up to t’snow pole an’ ger a good run at it, give it all she’s got. Don’t waffle,’ said Clive.




  I was tense and nervous, not least because another car had driven up behind us, and the driver seemed to be waiting to see if I was going to tackle the hill. Sidney was oblivious, fast asleep,

  but I noticed Miles was gripping the sides of the seat. I don’t usually mind driving through snow: we do it all the time. But I remember once in another pickup we had, when I’d run out

  of steam when I reached the top of the hill, the wheels had started to spin and then I knew the horrible feeling of sliding backwards, slowly picking up speed as I struggled to stay in the middle

  of the road, with the wheels locked, completely out of control, praying that I didn’t go over the edge where the crash barrier ended. I was lucky to emerge unscathed that time.




  ‘Right, let’s go,’ I said, with fake bravado. Miles gave a weak smile, and held on tighter. The chickens in the back were clucking away for all they were worth.




  ‘Nowt to worry about here, Miley,’ I said, trying to convince myself as well as him. And there wasn’t anything to worry about: we didn’t break stroke, climbing the steep

  hill with snow banked on either side, then negotiating the treacherous road that divides the open expanse of moor. We felt like pioneers, cutting new tracks through virgin snow.




  It was all worth it. This batch of chickens was amazing. They laid thirteen eggs on the first day, and although we expected them to go off laying until they got settled and feathered up, they

  never did.




  One afternoon, there’d been a thaw and it had been raining all day. The ground was sodden, the rain chilling, the beck rising. I was on my way to feed the cows and I thought,

  I’ll feed the chickens so that Miles doesn’t have to come out in the cold and rain when he gets home from school.




  He wasn’t grateful. He cried. He cried because I had done his job. Right, I thought, never again. So now I just leave him to get on with it, and I’ve never had to

  remind him of his hen duties because he is devoted to them. He constantly looks around the kitchen for scraps for them. One day I was given a few loaves of out-of-date stale bread by a shop in

  Hawes.




  ‘You can tek the children to feed the ducks,’ said Jackie, the shop owner.




  ‘Nah, it’ll go to t’chickens,’ I said. ‘You get summat in return for that.’




  Another customer, who hadn’t heard our exchange, turned to me and said scathingly: ‘Ooooh, fancy saving yerself a few quid by feeding them poor kids on mouldy bread.’




  I was furious. It was rude and unfair. But I refused to descend to her level, and managed to bite my lip and say nothing, even though my face probably betrayed my feelings. Jackie’s face

  was also a picture. I muttered about it all the way home, but soon forgot the affront when I saw how happy Miles was with the bonanza for his hens. He is a very self-contained child, happy in his

  own company. His face usually looks serious, but when a smile breaks across it, it is like the sun coming out. You have to work for his smiles, but they are well worth it.




  We let the new hens out of the barn as soon as there is some decent weather. They look terrible for weeks: they have little quills of regrowth which eventually become feathers, and pale combs

  and wattles. But within a few months they are indistinguishable from the others. Violet loves the egg collecting: the other day, when Clive was in charge of breakfast, she took three eggs to him

  with the request, ‘Boiled eggs, please.’ Clive doesn’t do precision cooking: I think they were all hard as bullets.




  Every four years we have to have our cattle TB tested. We’re in a safe area, but we still have to be tested or there are movement restrictions on the cows. The vet lets us know when we are

  due for testing, which in our case happened last January – the depths of winter. The vet turned up and did the first round of tests, injecting them and snipping off samples of their hair. The

  second tests have to be done seventy-two hours later: not sixty or eighty, but exactly seventy-two. By that time, a blizzard was engulfing Ravenseat: snow was thick on the ground, and more was

  falling. We knew that if the vet didn’t get to us at the right time, we had problems, as the tests would be invalid and we would not be TB cleared. Luckily, Clive’s son Robert, who

  farms down at Kirkby Stephen, was able to pick up the vet on a tractor and get her up here. It must have been a long, slow journey, but at least we complied with the regulations, and we were

  declared TB free.




  Robert used to run the farm, Sandwath, for us, but he’s now taken the tenancy on as his own. We’d wanted Sandwath as well as Ravenseat as it would give us access to more fertile land

  and a place to overwinter some of our sheep. We found that running two farms is great when everything is in the right place, but we seemed to spend too much time trundling stuff between the two

  locations. Of course, whenever there’s an emergency, or during particularly busy times, we help him out and he helps us out, too.




  Our finest breeding yows live out their days at Ravenseat, kept together in a small flock we affectionately call ‘the crusties’. They are old dears who have done

  their absolute best for us over the years, but are now shadows of their former selves. When I looked over the stable door at them last winter it was like peering into an old folks’ home:

  there were a dozen of them, some missing a horn or two, all looking grizzled and ancient. One or two of them hadn’t even been put to the tup: I genuinely didn’t think they were up to

  carrying another lamb.




  We let them live in the better fields, with the richer grass nearer the farm. They can’t go up on the moor any more, and in winter are housed in a barn or stable during the roughest

  weather. I took a picture of one of our old crusties sheltering with her back to a wall in a snowstorm, and posted it on Twitter. I’d put her and her friend, another oldie who has since died,

  in the garth by the shepherd’s hut. They were eating that much hay and cake I’m surprised they didn’t keel over: there’s a risk of killing with kindness. It was one of those

  days when the snow was squalling down, and she had her old grey face turned towards me. It was a nice shot, I liked it, it was atmospheric: very grey yow, grey wall, grey sky. A lady artist

  contacted me and asked if she could use my photo as a basis for a pen and ink drawing, and her picture ended up in a gallery and then on some Christmas cards.




  Clive wasn’t impressed.




  ‘Aye, that’s right, tek pictures of t’worst sheep on t’farm, why don’t you?’




  The artistic merit of my photos doesn’t come into it: he just wants me to show the sheep off at their best. When a television crew came up to interview us, they asked if there were any

  sheep inside that they could film.




  Clive said, ‘No, they’re all in t’fields.’




  He’d shut the top of the stable door to hide the crusties, and the poor old dears had to stand in the dark until the cameras had gone. I say to him, ‘Clive, other farmers an’

  most people know that not every sheep in the flock is going to look perfect.’




  Somehow the sheep with the limp will always end up at the front, holding up its dithering foot, and the one with the mucky arse will always be showing its back end to anyone looking on.




  ‘It’ll look fake if we only show t’best looking sheep in pictures,’ I say. But he’s having none of it.




  We’ve got one yow with a completely sooty face, without the white ring round the eyes that a good Swaledale should have, and whenever anyone takes a picture up here she somehow gets into

  it. She’s like one of those minor celebrities always hanging around to get themselves in a paparazzi picture. Clive goes mad. ‘Get that sooty-faced bugger out of t’picture,’

  he says. It’s no good telling him that only another Swaledale breeder would recognize her imperfections. I took a cracking picture of the sheepdogs working the sheep not long ago, but there

  she was, right at the front, and Clive was not happy. ‘I hate that sheep,’ he said.




  Clive’s sheep are like top models: they can be as bad-tempered and as nasty as you like, but everything can be forgiven if they look good.




  I was recently asked if I would be happy to pose (fully clothed, I must add) for a professional portrait photographer. As usual, what started out as a simple request became more complicated as

  it went on.




  ‘Can you sit on a hay bale?’ he said. ‘I’d like Bill, the sheepdog, in the shot,’ he continued as he fiddled with his camera. ‘And I’d like you to be

  surrounded by sheep.’




  Not easy, when you have a sheepdog by your side.




  ‘They’ll come if I rattle a feed bag,’ I said, beginning to tire of the whole enterprise.




  ‘Good idea . . . mmm . . . but you’ll have to hide the feed bag, we can’t have product endorsements. Maybe you could sit on it?’




  ‘Wouldn’t that mek me look like I’ve got an incontinence problem, sitting on a plastic bag?’




  Finally, after an age of him clicking away, the sheep and the dog getting more and more bored and me wishing I was somewhere else, the photographer was satisfied, and left promising to return a

  week later to let us see the results.




  He duly arrived, and we spread the pictures across the kitchen table. Sure enough, there was the sooty yow peeping over my shoulder. That one was firmly rejected by Clive. He didn’t care

  how glamorous I looked, how perfect the backdrop was, or how proud and masterful Bill appeared: any picture with that yow on was consigned to the ‘out’ pile. He nodded happily

  at the photos of me looking uncomfortable, sitting at a contorted angle to hide the plastic bag, with a drip on the end of my nose. It was all about good-looking, classy sheep. Not a good-looking,

  classy wife. Which just confirmed where I stand in the natural order of things at Ravenseat.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
A Year in the Life of the

Yorkshire
Shepherdess

1 husband, 8 children, 1,000 sheep . . .

‘She, like her life, is extlaordmaly Ben Fogle





