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Dedicated to a lamb called Nancy
This story was first written in May 1994 but
its origins date back to 1992. It has been re–edited
in final preparation for the book my family has
badgered me to complete.
In the early 80's, the back of the Quonset
was a lambing barn and our house was in the
front part. This accommodation arrangement
was not a matter of choice but necessity, as in
those days we had no money to build two separate structures. The barn part was actually only
used during the lambing season in February and
March after which it was sanitized and left vacant of sheep.
In-between the lambing barn and the house
a ten foot strip, the width of the barn, provided a
barrier we considered to be no-mans land. We
used this area as workshop, utility area and lamb
recovery hospital. It had the added advantage of
putting some distance between us and the sheep.
In those days our flock comprised of approximately four hundred assorted commercial
ewes mostly Suffolk, Dorsets and North Country
Cheviots. This would have been a challenge for
an experienced farmer never mind an urban
raised family with less than three years experience in animal husbandry. For Sue, the children
and I it was a brutal time of the year. We
worked around the clock assisting our fat overfed, porky ewes with the lambing process. During the year we inevitably over fed the flock
which adversely affected their lambing performance thereby requiring an inordinate amount of
midwifery.
The lambing barn was resonant with the
cacophony of at least thirty to forty ewes and
probably double that quantity of lambs all bawling for attention. We rushed around feeding, watering and assisting distraught ewes who were
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vocally bemoaning the fact that they had paid
little attention to the size of the rams head before their little dalliance in the pasture and were
now paying the price. Some of these older biddies were chronic birthing hypochondriacs who
were not satisfied until we had fussed over them,
examined their rear ends and proclaimed them
fit to complete the process on their own. As if
this was not enough, there was always the nursery of orphaned lambs to attend to. They were
the unwanted issue of multiple births and ewes
who were not disposed to feed more than two
lambs. This raucous bunch of juveniles made a
point of noisily harassing us in the hope of securing an extra feed. As we were in the lambing
barn most of the day and night we were the constantly harassed by these demanding creatures
for an extra feed.
Now an orphan lamb has the same hunger
demands as that of a new born human baby,
with the exception that they are far from helpless and a hell of a lot more assertive, smarter
and mobile. They were fed, every four hours
night and day, a warm milk formula in a bottle
with a teat. Missing a feed session was not an
option as they would invariably overfeed at the
next session resulting in bloat and other potentially terminal complications.
The milk preparation was done in the
kitchen where the bottles and teats were sanitized, filled and taken to the barn. Even before
they saw us, they would hear the bottles clinking
and set up an incredible din.
The easy part was preparing the milk formula, however, getting into the lambs pen without adequate protection was another matter especially if you were a male. The lamb’s instinctive behavior is to bunt the ewe’s teat to release
the milk. An aggressive set of twins will often lift
a mother right off her back feet and you can
hear her grunt as she absorbs the blow in the

soft tissue of her milk bag and abdomen. I don't
know how they put up with it, but if I were a ewe
no persuasion by the La Lieche Ewe Breast Feeding League would persuade me to continue that
sort of harassment to a delicate part of my anatomy. Entry into the pen without bottles was perilous enough; however, attempting the same feat
with an armful of bottles required courage and
dexterity. As a man I had other concerns about
the damage those bunting happy juveniles could
inflict upon my person. On entering the pen I
would immediately crouch and assume a defensive position until all the lambs were satisfied.
On one of these occasions a little lamb lay in
the corner of the pen and bleated pathetically as it
struggled to get to me and it's fair share of dinner. The front legs were working but the back
legs were dragging behind and seemed completely
paralyzed.
This is the despairing dark and moment in
any farmer’s life when you have a choice to make.
Can you fix it? Is it worth the additional drain on
your time resources? Would it be kinder to put it
out of its misery?
I looked down at the little beggar as it
reached me, top lip curling back and hungrily
reaching up and searching for a nipple. It is hard
to resist that trusting expectancy and I have never
been smart enough to take the easy way out.
Nancy became a new responsibility.
At first she could not stand at all. After
every bottle feed we would help her to stand
holding her upright so that her back legs would
strengthen. In this position we could wipe her
down and lay her on a fresh bed of dry straw as
she could not relieve herself in the normal way.
This went on for weeks and gradually Nancy
regained partial use of her back legs enabling her
to stand and drag them. She was a spunky little
lamb who loved her meals and grew much attached to me. Sheep are flocking creatures, but
they inevitably form close and strong attachments
to one or two other members of the flock. Now
when all the other lambs had left the lambing pen
Nancy figured it would be appropriate if not expedient to develop a strong buddy relationship
with me. Hey, why not go for the top guy in the
joint. Besides he packs a good lunch every day.
The instinct to flock means that they hate to
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be left on their own no matter what the circumstances. Leaving Nancy unaccompanied with no
one or nothing alive in sight was, as far as she was
concerned, unthinkable. Besides which, her vocal
and heartrending remonstrations could be heard
at quite some distance until I could take it no
more. I would go to wherever she had been left,
collect her in my arms and take her back to where
I was working.
Nancy would lie contentedly in the sun as
long as she could hear or see me at work. From
time to time she would stand up and hobble to
where I had moved and reestablish herself closer
to me. If I had to run off to the tool shed or workshop she would also get up and try to follow protesting loudly at my unfair desertion.
Her devotion to me was certainly flattering
but also very demanding. By constantly having to
get up and follow me her back legs strengthened
and soon her clumsy hobble turned into a ungainly run and by mid summer she showed remarkable recovery. The time had come to return
Nancy to the flock and convince her that she was
a sheep and not a human.
Repatriation was not as simple as we would
have like it to be. Nancy had never imagined that
she would be parted from us or, for that matter,
forced into a pasture full of sheep. After all she
was quite convinced she had nothing in common
with them. Whenever a gate was opened Nancy
would try to slip out and rejoin her human flock.
It took Nancy the best part of two months to
accept her lot and merge with the other sheep.
She was smaller than the average ewe and had a
slight deformity that made her top lip puff out on
one side giving her a lopsided appearance. Definitely not a pretty flock animal and by rights she
should have been culled. Nancy was an animal
friend and that was just not an acceptable option.
I am of the opinion that once you have crossed the
threshold and gained the trust of an animal that
you should never abrogate that confidence.
I am glad we kept her. In her first year of
lambing I found her in a corner of the barn licking off two large healthy lambs. God knows how
she managed to pack them in such a small frame.
Most ewes will move away or fiercely protect their
lambs from the attention of a human being.
Nancy did not even flinch when I approached.
Nor when I reached out to pet the lamb she was
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licking clean. For a few seconds she diverted her
attention from the lamb and gave my hand a few
maternal licks. Wow! I don’t think I will ever forget that moment.
She became one of super ewes in our flock
with lots of milk and a special caring attitude to
her own lambs and yet she remained always
friendly to humans. Every year she produced a
healthy set of twins and would always come for a
head scratch and nuzzle our pockets for cookies.
Nancy's real value to us, was not in the
lambs she produced, but in the lesson we learned
which was to never give up on one of our animals
, or anything for that matter just because its the
easy way out. With a little perseverance there
could be a miracle around the corner.
Nancy died of natural causes at an old age
for a sheep. Like all the animals, with a special
place in our hearts, she never left the farm.
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