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nd then, boom! It's springtime. But it rarely, if ever, happens

like that, because spring can quite literally give you a taste of all four
wondrous seasons. As farmers, we follow the seasons. They are our
masters. If we lose sight of that we risk their wrath. Try to cut and lay

a hedgerow out of season and it will surely die. Try to re-seed a tired
grass field out of season, even if the seed germinates, it will struggle to

get a good hold, leaving a bare field open to the winter’s venom. Try to lamb your
flock of sheep too early in the spring and you risk many scenarios which could
threaten the lives of a precious crop of newborns.

Here at Yarner we start lambing on

22 March. It really is almost that precise.
We let the rams loose for their annual
orgy on 28 October and the ewes'
gestation is 147 days. We hope to make
it to 18 March without seeing any fluffy
little bleaters, followed by a couple more
days where we would expect to see just
a few lambs, usually born close to dawn
or dusk, as is nature's way, but we would
not expect to get into full swing until the
22nd or the 23rd.

Apparently, way back in the 1940s,

my grandfather started lambing here on
9 March. He was also born on 9 March.
Pretty poor family planning on his father’s
behalf, taking out a key member of the
team through childbirth at lambing
time. Actually, when | ponder it, my
grandfather wasn't very considerate at
either his birth or his death. He died on
14 April 1992 when we were still up to
our eyeballs in new life. | was 22 and
very close to my grandfather. Dad broke
the news to me in true Richards style.

| was off checking sheep on the quad

at daybreak and met him in the lane in
his Land Rover. “There's a ewe with a
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prolapse in Four and Five Acres,” he

said. "You'd better go bring her in.’

And then, as I'm pulling away, he said,
“And it sounds like Father's died down
there” Ever the farmer, my father. Always
prioritising the living over the dead.
Grandfather had spent the previous
evening, as he did every evening, at
Culbone Stables, supping a pint followed
by a whisky Mac, and then had driven
himself the mile home in his Massey
Ferguson 240. He went to bed and didn't
bother getting up again. What a dreamy
way to bow out.

I shouldn't really have been quite so
affected by Grandfather’s passing but he
was the first really close family member
| had lost. He was a proper sheep man,
something which | had always aspired to
be, and | often felt | was trying to prove
myself to him. He was a difficult man to
understand, perhaps partly due to being
shovelled off at the age of five to attend
school. He boarded with a friend of the
family who lived a mere five miles away.
It was possibly to make room in the
house. He had six younger siblings. He
struggled to show any kind of affection,

even towards his grandchildren, although
my four sisters would manage to break
through the harsh exterior. | can picture
him now in Yarner kitchen looking at
Mum and Dad’s pack of five offspring as
though he were assessing their genetic
potential, much like he would his sheep.
Apparently, he once said to Dad while
referring to me, “You're lucky to have a
boy like that.” Seemingly oblivious to the
fact that he had two of his own.

No more would | see him puff on his
pipe as he gave the signal that a ewe and
her lamb were fit to leave ‘Pigs Mead’, his
two-acre nursery field through which all
singles (ewes with just one lamb) had to
pass before entering the big, wide world
of a five-acre field called ‘Sower’.

This was where Grandfather’s duty of
care ended and the sheep came under
Dad’s jurisdiction. Grandfather kept well
away from doubles (ewes with a pair of
lambs). He was a wise man and knew full
well that most Exmoor horn ewes can
only count to one. This made doubles
very difficult to move from field to field
because as long as they had one lamb
beside them they would purposefully
march off, abandoning the second.

What a monumental day it must have
been when Mum and Dad decided

to put numbers on the lambs to

make mothering up easier and | can
clearly remember the first time that we
decided to number the ewe as well as
her offspring. Pure genius. However,
Grandfather was very against it, possibly



due to the cost of the extra paint. He was
notoriously tight. | think, though, it was
largely because he didn't like his ewes
having spray marks all over them. Totally
understandable when one considers that
in his early farming days the wool was so
valuable that it would pay the rent of the
farm. Nowadays, it's so worthless there's
even a breed recently invented which
sheds its excuse for a fleece at about an
inch in length. Why on earth do we need
wool when we've got synthetic products?
It's not like we are trying to find ways to
reduce microplastics in our oceans or
that we are trying to save our planet, is it?

As wool became less valuable it became
ever more important to increase lamb
numbers reared per ewe. In Dad’s early
days he says they were always running
with the milk bottle to top up hungry
lambs. | think this was largely due to

a lack of nutrition on the ewe's part
during pregnancy, especially over the
last eight weeks prior to birthing. Now
we understand so much more about
what's needed by the ewe to produce
strong lambs and to have good udder
development for milk production.
Pregnancy scanning has been a
revelation. It enables us to split our ewes
according to their litter size. Ewes carrying
two or three lambs are never competing
against ewes carrying just one, for a daily
ration of feed. We also feed our ewes
with haylage which is higher in protein
and is more easily digested than hay.
This simply wasn't an option until the
early 1980s because bale wrap hadn't
been invented. If the previous summer
had been a poor one, the hay for the
following winter was also likely to be of
very poor quality.

| clearly remember in one of my first
years of post-school farming (I already
considered I'd done several before leaving
school) how the hay we were feeding was
pretty bad. I learned a valuable lesson
with regard to nutrition of the pregnant
ewe, because when lambing time

arrived lots of ewes gave birth to a
reasonable lamb, closely followed by

a large coffee-coloured blob of gloop
which would once have been a lamb.
Nature's way of enabling the survival of
one lamb during hard times is to shut off
the food supply to the other lamb.

One of the finest life-savers for very
young lambs is a shed. We now have
enough shed space to house the most
imminent mothers-to-be where they are
tended to by the night lamber, whose
job itis to individually pen all new mums
where they can bond with their offspring
without interference from other soon-
to-be mums who can, at times, be too
posh to push’and would rather pinch
someone else’s little bundle of bleating
gorgeousness than get on and birth

their own.

Every morning those which haven't given
birth will head back out to the field.

As do most ewes which have birthed just
the one lamb. All those which have had

the joyous experience of producing twins,

somewhere over half the flock of 1,000
at Yarner, stay inside for a further day or
possibly two. This time inside is decided
by the strength of the lambs, the weather
forecast and the pressure on available
space. Again, back in Dad's days with
just an old stone barn, there was very
little room to keep newborns inside.
Much higher mortality rates simply

had to be accepted.

At this time of year the many miles of
hedgerow here really do earn their crust
by providing shelter. However, sheep -
unlike cattle - will not face bad weather
in order to find shelter. They are more
likely to just keep walking with the wind
at their back until they end up at a lovely
big hedgerow, but unfortunately on

the wrong side of it. Nowadays we use
lamb macs in foul weather, which are
nothing more complicated than a piece
of degradable plastic with leg and neck
holes, which at least keeps the lamb dry.
It always amazes me what disgusting
weather conditions a little lamb can
endure providing it has a full belly and

a dry back.

Page 27: Jen's daughter Ella (on the left) and John's daughter Martha, with John,
all holding a lamb in the shed a few years back.

Page 28: John's grandmother, Ada, feeding lambs in the seventies, and grandfather,

John, in the late eighties.

Right, from top: Mary, Anne, Sarah and Helen, in 1988 (note Helen's top, which says
‘Long Live the Exmoor Horn’); John's grandfather stone walling in Brim Close, 1989;
John's father Tony in 1950; John in the lambing shed in recent times.
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Without doubt spring is my favourite
season. It's also without doubt my
hardest. | know those two sentences
may seem like a huge contradiction in
terms but, as with many things in life, the
more effort you put into something the
greater the reward. The reward of many
hundreds of frolicking lambs playing on
a warm spring day after the crazy,
non-stop, three-week flow of their
arrival makes the exhaustion of the event
bearable. | do admit to feeling deflated
and low when the job is done and the
adrenaline has left the body, as no doubt
all you fellow sheep farmers out there will
understand.

| have to force myself to make a
conscious effort to breathe in the good
stuff because, you see, a shepherd’s eye
is always drawn to that which doesn't
look quite right, like the lamb with early
signs of hypothermia or the ewe which

is walking with a stiff back leg because
she is developing mastitis. My daughter
Martha, who is now nearly fifteen,
understood all this from roughly the age
of four when, upon entering a field of
ewes and young lambs, sitting in front
of me on the quad she enquired, “Is we
just looking for problems again Dad?"
Basically, it's our job to spot things going
wrong long before the things in question
are affected by rigor mortis. At that point
it's all a little too late.

As the weeks of April pass, so the intensive
sheep care becomes less, enabling other
spring tasks to take place. The cows are
sorted into the correct groups ready for
the introduction of the bulls. The young
cattle are released to pasture from their
winter confinement. The manure needs
removing from the sheds. Weeds need
controlling as they burst into life. The fields
which have provided lush grass and

Above, left and right: The lambing shed
at night - note the individual pens;
numbered twin lambs.

Below, left to right: Ewe and lamb
contemplate the weather; end of a long
day; just sometimes a little help is needed
to ensure a lamb gets the colostrum;

Jen enjoying lamb cuddles!

shelter for the sheep are now un-stocked
in order to grow a crop for hay or haylage
in the summer. We will re-seed a couple
with grass seedlings mixed with turnips

in order to fatten our crop of lambs in

a different season. And so, as this spring
season gently morphs into summer, we
focus on the different joys and challenges
which that may bring. Because, as the
wife so eloquently puts it on the next page,
“There's no getting off this bus!”
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