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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

James Rebanks is a shepherd based in the Lake District. His first book, The Shepherd's Life, won The Lakeland Book of the Year 2015 and was shortlisted for both The Wainwright Prize and the Ondaatje Prize. Also known as the Herdwick Shepherd, his Twitter account of daily life in the Lakes has a strong international following. His family have lived and farmed in the Lake District for six hundred years.




For the men and women who make this landscape what it is.
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I am the luckiest man alive, because I get to live and work in the most beautiful place on earth: Matterdale in the English Lake District.

When I was a child we didn’t really go anywhere, except for a week on the Isle of Man when I was about ten years old, and I never left Britain until I was twenty.

Even now, years later, the best bit of any travelling is coming home.
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MY BEGINNING

I’m running down the concrete path that leads from our council house to the gate on the road, because I heard Dad get home from the farm on his tractor. I’m wearing a cowboy outfit, with two holsters at the hips, and pink dungarees, and I have blond wavy hair (forgive me, it is 1978). As I get halfway, the gate hinges screech open, I run into his legs and he throws me in the air. I am four years old. He carries me over his shoulder back to the house and asks me how the pet lambs are doing. I tell him they are doing fine, that Mum and I fed them a little while ago, that they nearly knocked me over, they are getting so strong.

This is my first memory.
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BETTY AND LETTUCE

The pet lambs were two runty orphans that lived in a pen built out of rabbit wire and were fed out of old lemonade bottles in our back garden. Like most pet lambs, they were a bit pot-bellied.

Betty and Lettuce grew up to be ewes in the flock. I was allowed to sell their lambs each year and keep the money for my savings. But as I got older, my interest changed to our finest pedigree sheep and my ambitions switched to breeding and selling tups each autumn. By the time I was fifteen nothing else mattered much: I did a lot of the work on my father’s and grandfather’s flock, and was counted as one of the men when we prepared them for sale, and then sold them.

I’ve been sheep-nuts ever since, though I also had a calf at the farm called Goldilocks. It was as small as me, but grew and grew until it towered over me and weighed about a tonne.
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‘GIT YURSEL OWER’T YAT’

When I was a kid, my southern cousins would come to stay and they hadn’t a clue what my dad was saying. We’d be working in a field, gathering some sheep, and he’d shout something like ‘Git yursel ower’t yat and turn them yows down’t lonnin’. Throw in a bit of wind, and the fact he was running across a field and shouting, and maybe it really wasn’t that clear to the ear. The cousins would shrug in complete bafflement.

Git Go.

Yursel Yourself.

Ower Over.

Yat Gate. Shut it behind you.

Yows Ewes. If you haven’t got any, you are maybe not so local.

Lonnin Lane.

Tip Ram. You live in West Cumbria.

Tup Ram. You live somewhere else in Cumbria.

How’s t’ ga’an on? Roughly translates as ‘How are you doing?’ Usually said in a fairly non-committal way because the asker doesn’t care that much. A conversation opener.

Alreet When someone says ‘how’s t’ ga’an on?’, Cumbrian etiquette requires you to say ‘alreet’ (even if you are at death’s door or have a leg hanging off). It is considered fairly pathetic to reply in the negative, as in, ‘actually I’m feeling under the weather’. Technically you are always ‘alreet’.

Alreet, luv? Roughly translates as ‘You look ill, darling. Please don’t die and leave me as there is a lot of work to do, and I don’t even know how to work the kettle’.

Ga’an yam Roughly translates as ‘going home’. I tried this in Norway and they understood perfectly. If you are at someone’s house and the host says to their partner, ‘when r’ theez sooners ga’an yam’, it is not good.

Sooner Insult. Used as in ‘this fella is a sooner’, implication being that the man in question would ‘sooner watch the Jeremy Kyle show and eat crisps on the sofa than do a day’s work’.

Yew/yewers Roughly translates as ‘you’ or ‘it’s yours’. Used as in ‘That yow is yewers, it dun’t belong to me’.

Thine It’s yewers, not mine.

Buke Cumbrian for ‘book’. There are only one or two, and they aren’t written by Wordsworth or Coleridge. The ‘buke’ is the Shepherd’s Guide, or the Flock Book. Very few other books matter.

I’s not being funny … but … Used in advance of some withering insult or personality deconstruction, as in ‘I’m not being funny or owt but … you look hellish’.

Twining Still can’t believe that this isn’t used everywhere. Roughly translates as ‘moaning’. Used as a verb, as in ‘stop yewer bloody twining and get on with it’.

Iz that t’ fashion? Something you say to young people to make them feel insecure about their dress sense.

Ratching bugger Sheep, dog or man that strays to somewhere it shouldn’t be.

Tek care lambs ont’ road Road sign used locally. Means, ‘slow down your car because this isn’t Silverstone and if you don’t you will crash into my sheep round the next corner’.

Mowdy Very likely from the Old Norse ‘Mowdywarp’. I have no idea what Vikings were doing with moles.

Foreigner Not from this valley, possibly from as far afield as Penrith. To be distrusted – unlikely to be useful.

Incomer Colonist from beyond Shap Fell. Almost certainly useless.

Supper Evening meal.

Tea Copious amounts of baking, washed down with a gallon of milky tea at mid afternoon.

Dinner Not a posh meal at 8 P.M. Midday meal.

Dinner party Unlikely.

Thuz done alreet Ultimate compliment. Only uttered when someone wins a Nobel Prize, or something of real importance like Eskdale Show.

Thuz wrang You are not right.

Thuz not reet You are very wrong.

Thuz a long way frae reet You won’t be asked to do this again. You are an idiot.

I’ve cum to keep ya reet I’m going to hang about whilst you do this job and tell you (and anyone else who will listen) how badly you are doing it.

All of the above should be shouted aggressively, as if it’s windy, even if it isn’t.
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LEARNING TO BE (UN) COOL

When I was seventeen I learnt to drive, and it was agreed that I should spend my savings on a car. That’s what all the cool lads did, and it seemed to help you get a girlfriend. But I went to an auction and fell in love with one of the best tups I’ve ever seen. He was a beautiful sheep, proud and stylish and everything I thought our flock needed. He had incredible bone (thick, chunky legs), and he had a lot of swagger. We were in Kelso, at the ram (tup) sales. Thousands of tups are sold in one day in a dozen or so different sale rings, all at the end of long marquees full of some of the finest sheep you’ll ever see. Because all the sale rings operate simultaneously, tups from the great flocks can be sold at the same time, which meant we might fail to win a tup in one ring while missing out on a potential purchase in another. This was all much worse before mobile phones, and that year I was sent to one ring where I saw the tup I wanted up for sale.

I bought him for 2,200 guineas (sales are always made in guineas; farmers are single-handedly keeping the old currency alive), emptying my savings account of my ‘car fund’. My dad seemed slightly shocked I’d spent so much, but I think he was rather proud of my financial priorities. When word got around
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