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Haltwhistle, England – Although we lived in England for two years while I was studying at Oxford, I never ventured to the north of England.   In fact, I rarely traveled in that direction other than to attend one soccer match at Old Trafford, the home of Manchester United, when my home club, Oxford United, was playing them in a Cup match.  Oxford United lost that match, but not before leading 1-0 at half time to the hugely favored Manchester United side due to  a spectacular bicycle kick which silenced the home crowd.  Fortunately for my own personal safety, Manchester roared back in the second half to win 3-1, saving me from a vicious beating by angry home crowd hooligans as I tried to leave the stadium.  Attending an away soccer game in Britain in those days was often a contact sport.
But on this trip, over 40 years later, I was zooming up the M-6 motorway past Birmingham toward Carlisle approaching the Scottish border.  Much of the Midlands section of England is relatively flat, but as you pass Manchester there is a long uphill climb to the Lake District.  It was early fall and the weather was very British, that is, in the 50’s with a series of squalls blowing in from the west off the Irish Sea.   The hillsides were a spectacularly lush green with lots of white dots.  Looking closer, I saw that the dots were occasionally moving.  We were seeing our first sheep of the day.
Much of the economy of northern England involves sheep.   Farmers mark each of their sheep in their large herds with a blotch of paint on a specific section of the wool.  Each farm has its own color, so this process is akin to branding cattle. If any sheep wander into the midst of another herd, the owners can be identified.  I was told that the markings are also a deterrent to rustlers, although I did not hear of this being a problem in northern England these days.
The purpose of our visit here was to hike along sections of Hadrian’s Wall, which was built by the Romans during their reign in this region nearly 2000 years ago.  We chose to stay outside the small village of Haltwhistle in a bed and breakfast on a working sheep ranch called Kellah Farm.  Our host was Lesley Teasdale; her husband, Bob, runs the daily operation of the farm while she tends to the bed and breakfast.  Her daughter, Katie, assists Leslie running the B&B, while Katie’s significant other, Ted, works with the sheep and cattle (the farm also has roughly 50 head of cattle).   

At the time of our visit (early fall), the Teasdales were about to take 400 sheep to market.  These were lambs which had been born in the spring and had been fattened on the hilly grass acreage surrounding the farm house.  Breeding would take place in a month so that their 300 remaining ewes would be able to produce another crop of lambs next spring.  All of this reproduction is the responsibility of only a handful of rams which are very busy (and presumably happy) dudes in the fall.  Interestingly, the ram also has a fresh coat of paint each day in an appropriate location so that the farmer can tell which ewe has received his services.
I also learned that there are scores of different types of sheep.  (Although I was raised on a farm in Kentucky, no one I knew of raised sheep anywhere near us – in fact, I do not recall ever eating lamb as a child).  On Kellah Farm, Bob and Leslie have three breeds: Scottish Blackface (black and white faces), Cheviots and Romneys (these are all-white).  “We specialize in these types because they are all long-wooled and adapt well to this cool, rainy weather,” Leslie explained.  I could definitely tell the difference between the black and white faces on the hillsides, but had no clue distinguishing one white face sheep from another.  

Bob, of course, is an expert on everything sheep.  He visually inspects every one of his flock of 700 every day.  When I remarked to Leslie that Bob must be in great physical shape after being a “super shepherd” daily, she laughed, “Oh, he rides over all these hills in his ATV…he gets off only to occasionally lift up a lamb to check its weight to make sure that it’s eating properly.  In the spring he herds most of the pregnant ewes to our barn area to lamb, but other than that, they spend their lives on the hillsides.  Shepherding is a lot easier with ATV’s!”
I did not feel guilty that evening in a local pub when I ordered lamb.  I have no idea which type of lamb I was enjoying nor the color of its face, but it tasted great!
I thought that you might like to know.
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