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About the Book

Charismatic David Kennard lives a life most people can only dream about. Farming on a spectacularly beautiful part of the Devon coast he has an almost telepathic bond with nature and with his working sheepdogs. His is a life filled with daily challenges, from the battles with wild Atlantic weather to the dramas of clifftop rescue, but it is also a life full of the richness of rebirth, and the Herriotesque delight in a way of life that has remained almost untouched by the modern world.

Part diary, part homage to the countryside and the canine family that is so much a part of his life, David Kennard’s extraordinary book is designed to touch the hearts and minds of city and country dwellers alike.


About the Author

David Kennard’s name has become a familiar one in the nation’s media, featuring in the Mail on Sunday and Daily Telegraph as well as on the BBC’s Countryfile, Radio Four and on his bestselling film, The Year of the Working Sheepdog. He lives in North Devon with his wife Debbie, three children Clare, Laura and Nick – and, of course, his dogs.


‘One minute he was a struggling sheep farmer, the next a runaway literary success’ Guardian

‘An honest and affectionate book about rural life, a Herriot-style homage to the countryside’ Mail on Sunday

‘Marvellously atmospheric, it is also a magnificent tribute to a laborious yet uncomplicated mode of life that has all but vanished’ Good Book Guide


For
Clare, Laura, Nick
and Debbie
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From left to right: Gail, Swift, Ernie, Fern and Greg
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CHAPTER ONE

Beginning Again
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Mid-autumn, and the telltale sounds of the season were echoing around Borough Farm. The gathering gloom of the past few evenings had been punctuated by the bloodcurdling screech of a barn owl, unseen somewhere in a stand of ash trees where the lower fields meet the woods. Close by, the dense woodland had resonated to the agitated crowing of a pheasant disturbed from his roost, his wings thumping rhythmically as he searched for a new sanctuary. A few hundred yards to the north, the high-pitched cawing of thousands of rooks congregating at dusk had begun reverberating more loudly than ever in the chill October air.

Rookery Wood has been marked on maps of Borough Valley here in North Devon since the nineteenth century. To me the sound of the roosting birds only adds to the mesmerising beauty of the valley at this time of the year. They sweep in each evening from the surrounding farms, in small clusters at first, but then in a jet-black swirl that darkens the sky and fills the air with the distinctive sound of their squabbling, a harsh kaah kaah. Each time the flock settles, a new disagreement breaks out, ringing through the birds like an alarm and sending chaotic plumes of them squawking skywards again. The din of their bickering only fades away with nightfall.

The signs were clear that winter would soon be on its way. But it was another sound that confirmed the new shepherding year was about to begin.

I had spent a largely unproductive day struggling to erect a section of fence on a particularly rocky and inaccessible spot, where sheep had taken to breaking from the field into the woods. As the early evening light began to fail, the rooks had started to return home, enacting their raucous ritual once more. Greg and Swift, my oldest sheepdogs, had spent most of the day snoozing under a gorse bush. The crack that disturbed their slumber was unmistakable. With dogs close at hand, I followed the sound and walked in the direction of my small flock of rams, currently resident in the field below the farmhouse.

There’s nothing quite like the thwack of two rams fighting on an autumn evening. A warring pair often takes thirty paces back from each other, before running flat out to deliver a butt with the maximum force they can muster. The collision has the same intense ring as two blocks of wood being hammered together. It’s a force that would crush a human skull to a pulp. No such danger with a ram. The strength of its skull is quite unbelievable – even though there’s not much inside there that needs protecting. Occasionally one will get injured or even killed. But, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, both walk away not even dazed.

Of my eighteen rams sixteen were grazing undisturbed. The other two, however, a black-faced Suffolk ram and a white-faced Texel, were backing purposefully away from each other, heads bowed with malicious intent.

It was no surprise to find the Texel ram was the chief culprit. He was a fine-looking specimen, but since his arrival in the summer had proved particularly stroppy and aggressive. The rivalries had been building up among the rams for some weeks now. The ewes were in season, and the ‘boys’ knew it.

As it happened, half a dozen of the rams – or ‘tups’ – were due to go in with the ewes the following day, their introduction timed for lambing to start in twenty-one weeks’ time, in early March. But the rams weren’t to know ‘tupping’ was so close, and more and more in the past few days they’d begun sniffing the air to scent the ewes, rolling up their top lips as they did so. The growing tension had spilled over into rivalry, and had culminated in this evening’s clash, a classic confrontation over male dominance.

When fighting breaks out like this, the best course of action is to pen all the rams tightly together overnight. Unable to take more than a couple of steps backwards from each other, the rams will be capable of nothing more harmful than a bit of argy-bargy. By the morning any lingering aggression will have been forgotten.

I gave a quiet whistle, and Swift took a sweeping arc to the right of the rams. A word to Greg, and he took the left flank and together they drove the small flock forward towards the yard gate at the top of the field.

Greg and Swift’s mutual understanding has developed instinctively during the four years they have worked together as a pair. Very different characters, they form a highly effective partnership. Greg is the brains of the duo, a dog with a laid-back approach to work. Swift doesn’t have her partner’s intuition and sixth sense, but is a more intense and focused dog who responds to commands with an immediate precision. She is also completely unperturbed by aggression, a particularly useful trait when dealing with rams.

By the time I got to the yard gate the dogs were already holding the sheep there. The Texel, unwilling to accept the authority of the dogs, was once more living up to his reputation. He began repeatedly turning on Swift, his head lowered, making short jabbing movements towards her. At first Swift’s reactions were far too quick. His every attempt to land a blow was sidestepped. Swift retaliated only with a warning snap of the teeth around the ram’s face. The sparring continued as the sheep moved towards the small, covered pens at the back of the farmyard.

It was as I sent Swift to turn the rams in that the Texel saw its final chance to land a decisive blow. As Swift slipped between him and a wall, ready to make the final turn into the pen, the ram made a headlong charge, catching her across the ribs and pinning her momentarily against the concrete wall behind.

For a fleeting moment I felt despair. With a body weight of around a hundred kilograms and enormous strength particularly in their necks, rams are capable of inflicting serious damage on a dog. Thoughts of broken bones and punctured organs flashed through my mind. For a terrible few seconds I feared I might have lost not just a fine sheepdog but a cherished working companion.

But to my relief, as the ram backed away once more, Swift emerged completely unscathed. Even more amazingly she was utterly unfazed. A couple more snaps of the teeth around the Texel’s face and she, with Greg at her side, had pushed the rams into the pen.

The last of the evening light was fading to black. As I crossed the yard heading for home, the screech of the barn owl cut through the quiet again. I scanned the trees at the edge of the outbuildings once more for a glimpse and this time had better luck. The owl’s ghostly white silhouette hovered briefly as it hunted near the woods. These birds are rare visitors to Borough Farm. Maybe this one would take up residence, perhaps even staying to breed in the spring.

The screeching grew more distant as I returned to feed the dogs. While Greg and Swift had been at work driving the rams through the yard, my other three sheepdogs, Fern, Gail and Ernie, had struggled to contain their enthusiasm. Ears pricked, standing on their back legs, they had remained shut in their runs, staring intently at the proceedings through the wire mesh, barking excitedly throughout. I took them all for a quick walk up and down the farm lane, then set out their food bowls in their respective runs. They devoured their supper in a minute, then settled down for the night content. ‘Good dogs. There’ll be plenty of work for you tomorrow,’ I reassured them before turning in.

Borough Farm has stood at the southern end of Borough Valley since around 1750. It is little different to the numerous farms that dot the endless hills and valleys of North Devon, except in one respect perhaps. Whereas most of those farms have been built in spots that shelter them from the frequent Atlantic gales, this one stares the elements full in the face.

The Borough Valley is as deep as any in this part of the country. Steep and heavily wooded, its beech, hazel, ash and sycamore would have provided ideal shelter. But for some reason its first residents sited their farmhouse and outbuildings at the head of the valley. Two and a half centuries on, the effects of the pulverising winds are clear to see. On the exposed steep slopes between the farmhouse and the woods a scattering of ash, thorn and beech have been bent crooked. On the edge of the farm a few of the original outbuildings have borne the brunt of the weather and now lean at similarly unlikely angles.

The odd skewed shed apart, though, the farm’s original owners would notice few major changes if they revisited the place. Now, as then, the farm’s boundaries are marked by immense earth banks, faced with local slate. On Borough Farm alone more than ten miles of these distinctive walls snake their way across the landscape, providing shelter as well as a reminder of an era when the farm would have employed a small army of men capable of building these almost monolithic structures. One of the few noticeable changes to the landscape in the past hundred years is the small pit at the crest of the field, a few yards in front of the farmhouse, where the land suddenly drops steeply to the woods below. The gouge in the earth was apparently caused by a plane, crash-landing at the end of the Second World War.

Of the minor alterations to the old farmhouse itself, the most noticeable would be the double-glazed windows that now look out to the north-west into the valley and the Atlantic coast beyond. When the house was first planned, this seaward side would have been devoid of any natural light. A dark house was considered preferable to a draughty one. Only one window was included, a small square of glass located high up on the wall facing the farmhouse’s wide, steep staircase. It remains there today – as does the mystery of why it was added in the first place.

The history of the North Devon coast is rich with tales of smugglers and ‘wreckers’. Until the late nineteenth century, the cargo of any ship that came to grief along the coastline became the legal property of the local residents – provided, that was, all the vessel’s crew had perished. The impoverished people of small villages like nearby Mortehoe and Lee profited handsomely from the law. Shipwrecked sailors who managed to make it to shore were pushed back into the sea and held under until drowned. On stormy nights, lanterns were lit on lonely cliff paths to imitate the harbour light of Ilfracombe, a few miles to the north-east. If a ship was successfully drawn on to the rocks a shout of ‘Ship ashore!’ would summon the villagers from their homes. Armed with pitchforks and clubs, they made sure the bounty of the sea became the village’s property before daybreak.

Borough Farm is too far from the sea to have been used for drawing in the wreckers’ victims. More likely it was used to warn the local lawbreakers of the presence of Customs men. Whatever the truth, there must have been some good reason why the farm was built with such an otherwise useless window, located as it is eight feet from the floor below.

Outside, the most obvious change is the addition of new working buildings. The weatherbeaten original outbuildings encircle the farmhouse on its eastern side. For a modern farm, however, these hay-lofts, loose boxes and calf pens are too small, not to mention too precarious, to be practical. So the bulk of the farm’s operations now centres on two large sheds a little further back from the farmhouse.

The first, a large steel-framed sheep shed cut into the side of the hill, was built only a few years ago. Adjoining it is a wooden structure, built in the 1960s of old telegraph poles and ash trunks cut from the woods. The tin roof has disintegrated along its joins, leaving little more than a rusted lacework of metal. The rotten beams underneath don’t warrant the expense of a new roof, so I’ve done my share of running repairs. Every year I decide the shed must be pulled down before it falls down, but somehow it still stands.

In the fields, however, life remains much as it must have been during the early days of Borough Farm. Arable farming has never been a serious prospect here. A few miles inland, the weather tends to be more predictable. Where we are, unforecast rains and heavy sea mists can play havoc with the best-laid harvesting plans. The soil too is unsuitable for growing crops. Even on the best ground at the top of the farm, the topsoil is rarely more than six inches deep. Any attempt to plough the ground would succeed only in turning up shillet – and doing serious damage to the machinery. As you move down closer to the sea, there is even less topsoil. At the bottom of the farm, the rocky outcrops protrude in long ridges. So while dairy farming dominates a little further inland, here on the coastal strip sheep farming has always been in the ascendancy.

Of all the changes the farm has seen in the past 250 years, the most significant are the commercial realities that have recently hit sheep farming. At the turn of the century, Borough Farm grazed 270 ewes and forty head of cattle. Its owner employed three full-time workers, and would have been considered a wealthy farmer. Today, I keep a little over eight hundred ewes at Borough Farm and on the 260 acres I rent from the National Trust at nearby Morte Point. In a good year, between the two flocks, they produce 1,200 or so lambs. Eight hundred ewes make for a full-time job, but the days are gone when this size of flock can – on its own – provide a living for a family like mine: my wife Debbie and me, and our three young children, Clare, Laura and Nick. Sheep farming has always been prone to the problems of weather, disease and unpredictable market prices, all of which are largely outside the control of the farmer. But such are the uncertainties today that a major problem with the ewes or the coming year’s lambs could push us over the edge financially. We are already reliant on Debbie’s income from her job at a local nursing home. A bad year, and I would have to consider cutting back the sheep and getting a ‘proper’ job myself.

There is no doubt in my mind that in a generation or two – maybe even less – sheep farming and shepherding will no longer be a viable way of life. I certainly couldn’t encourage any of my children to take over from me, even if they wanted to. It’s a sobering, saddening thought, but I do sometimes wonder whether I represent one of the last generations of shepherds.
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