Shepherd comprehension

Lambing 1
In any case, February is a month of the highest importance to the shepherd. His ewes,
heavy with lamb, must be closely watched and cared for in preparation for lambing time,
the shepherd’s harvest. His portable hut, mounted on wheels like a caravan, would be
drawn by a couple of horses up near the lambing yard wall and that would be his home for
the next few weeks. The shepherd has a wonderful knack of creating a little bit of warmth
and comfort- both for his flock and for himself- even out on these bleak old hills at a time
of year when most of us will not venture from the fireside. Inside the hut there would be a
little stove with a crooked tin chimney leading out through a hole in the roof, and the walls
were lined with empty corn sacks nailed up to keep out the draught. Up at the far end,
there would be a large bag of chaff lying on the floor where he could snatch an hour or so
of sleep at night. But, of course, the sheep were his main concern. Inside the windproof
pens the ground would be strewn with deep, clean straw into which the ewes nuzzled huge
cozy caves where they and their lambs could lie safe and warm from the winter winds,
snug as a podful of broad beans.
Adapted from Bob Copper, A Song for Every Season, Heinemann, 1971, p73

1) Circle the word that means the same as ‘bleak’.
dark

high

desolate

charming

2) What three things does the writer say gave the hut ‘warmth and comfort’?
3) How does the shepherd make the sheep warm and comfortable?
4) What did the shepherd use the ‘bag of chaff’ for? Can you work out what it means?
5) What simile does the writer use to describe where the sheep lay? Is it a good simile?
Why?

Shepherd comprehension

Lambing 2 (original)
The hut stood on little wheels, which raised its floor about a foot from the ground. Such
shepherds’ huts are dragged into the fields when the lambing season comes on, to shelter
the shepherd in his enforced nightly attendance… A rectangular space of light appeared in
the side of the hut, and in the opening the outline of Farmer Oak’s figure. He carried a
lantern in his hand, and closing the door behind him, came forward and busied himself
about this nook of the field for nearly twenty minutes, the lantern light appearing and
disappearing here and there, and brightening him or darkening him as he stood before or
behind it… He returned to the hut, bringing in his arms a new-born lamb... The little speck
of life he placed on a wisp of hay before the small stove, where a can of milk was
simmering… A rather hard couch, formed of a few corn sacks thrown carelessly down,
covered half the floor of this little habitation, and here the young man stretched himself
along, loosened his woollen cravat, and closed his eyes… Farmer Oak was asleep. The
inside of the hut, as it now presented itself, was cosy and alluring, and the scarlet handful
of fire in addition to the candle, reflecting its own … colour upon whatever it could reach,
flung associations of enjoyment even over utensils and tools. In the corner stood the
sheep-crook, and along a shelf at one side were ranged bottles and canisters of the simple
sheep medicines; spirits of wine, turpentine, tar, magnesia, ginger, and castor-oil being the
chief. On a triangular shelf across the corner stood bread, bacon, cheese, and a cup for ale
or cider, which was supplied from a flagon beneath… The house was ventilated by two
round holes, like the lights of a ship’s cabin, with wood slides. The lamb, revived by the
warmth, began to bleat, and the sound entered Gabriel’s ears and brain with an instant
meaning, as expected sounds will… He looked at his watch, found that the hour-hand had
shifted again, put on his hat, took the lamb in his arms, and carried it into the darkness.
After placing the little creature with its mother, he stood and carefully examined the sky, to
ascertain the time of night from the altitude of the stars.
Thomas Hardy, Far from the madding crowd

Shepherd comprehension

Lambing 2 (original) Questions

1) What adjectives can you find that the writer has used to make the hut sound
appealing? Does it work?

2) What six medicines are mentioned? Are they the only ones Farmer Oak had? How do
you know?

3) What other word could the writer have used instead of ‘ventilated’?
breathed

warmed

lit

aired

4) What three uses does the stove have in the passage?

5) What does ‘found that the hour hand had shifted again’ mean?

6) What does Gabriel Oak do after he has returned the lamb to its mother at the end of
the passage?

Shepherd comprehension

Lambing 2 (adapted)
The hut stood on little wheels, which raised its floor about a foot from the ground. Such
shepherds’ huts are dragged into the fields when the lambing season comes on, to shelter
the shepherd in his as he looks after his sheep at night…

A light appeared in the side of

the hut, and in the light the outline of Farmer Oak’s figure. He carried a lantern in his hand,
and closing the door behind him, came forward and busied himself in this corner of the
field for nearly twenty minutes, the lantern light appearing and disappearing …

He

returned to the hut, bringing in his arms a new-born lamb... The little speck of life he
placed on a wisp of hay before the small stove, where a can of milk was warming… A
rather hard bed, made of a few corn sacks thrown down, covered half the floor of this little
hut, and here the young man stretched himself along, loosened his woollen scarf, and
closed his eyes… Farmer Oak was asleep. The inside of the hut was cosy and inviting, and
the scarlet light from both stove and candle brightened everything. In the corner stood the
sheep-crook, and along a shelf at one side stood bottles and canisters of sheep medicines;
spirits of wine, turpentine, tar, magnesia, ginger, and castor-oil being the most important.
On a triangular shelf across the corner stood bread, bacon, cheese, and a cup for ale or
cider … The hut was aired by two round holes, like the portholes of a ship, with wood
slides. The lamb, revived by the warmth, began to bleat, and the sound entered Gabriel’s
ears and brain instantly… He looked at his watch, found that the hour-hand had shifted
again, put on his hat, took the lamb in his arms, and carried it into the darkness. After
placing the little creature with its mother, he stood and carefully examined the sky, to work
out the time of night from the altitude of the stars.
Adapted from Thomas Hardy, Far from the madding crowd

Shepherd comprehension

Lambing 2 (adapted) Questions

1) What adjectives can you find that the writer has used to make the hut sound
appealing? Does it work?
2) What six medicines are mentioned? Are they the only ones Farmer Oak had? How do
you know?
3) What other word could the writer have used instead of ‘aired’?
breathed

warmed

lit

cooled

4) What three uses does the stove have in the passage?
5) What does ‘found that the hour hand had shifted again’ mean?

6) What does Gabriel Oak do after he has returned the lamb to its mother at the end of
the passage.

Shepherd comprehension

Sheep shearing song
Come all my jolly boys and we'll together go,
Together with our masters to shear the lambs and 'yowes'.
All in the month of June of all times in the year
It always comes in season the lambs and 'yowes' to shear.
And then we will work hard, my boys, until our backs do break,
Our Master he will bring us beer whenever we do lack.
Our Master he comes round to see our work's done well,
And he says, Shear them close, my boys, for there is but little wool,
O, yes, good Master, we reply, we'll do well as we can.
Our Captain cries, Shear close, my lads, to each and every man,
And at some places still we have this story all day long,
Bend your backs and shear them well, and this is all their song.
And then our noble Captain doth to the Master say,
Come let us have one bucket of your good ale, I pray,
He turns unto our Captain and makes him this reply,
You shall have the best of beer, I promise, presently.
Then with the foaming bucket pretty Betsy she doth come
And Master says, Maid, mind and see that every man has some.
This is some of our pastime while we the sheep do shear,
And though we are such merry boys, we work hard, I declare,
And when 'tis night and we are done our Master is more free
And stores us well with good strong beer and pipes of tobaccee,
And there we sit a-drinking we smoke and sing and roar,
Till we become far merrier than e'er we were before.
When all our work is done and all the sheep are shorn
Then home with our Captain to drink the ale that's strong.
It's a barrel then of hum-cap which we will call Black Ram,
And we do sit and swagger and we swear that we are men.
And yet before the night is through I'll bet you half-a-crown,
That if you ha'n't a special care that Ram will knock you down.
Bob Copper, A Song for Every Season, Heinemann, 1971, p257

Shepherd comprehension
June was one of the busiest months in the sheep farmer’s year. It brought none of the
anxieties of lambing time, but in terms of sheer hard work, it stood out from all the others.
All the sheep had to be dipped or washed… and after the dipping came the sheep-shearing,
the biggest job of all. Shearing the wool off the back and belly of a sheep in such a manner
as to finish up with a fleece of the maximum weight in one piece and in the minimum time
was by no means a simple task. It was a skill that was developed over a number of years
and, even then, really good shearers were few and far between. For this reason when it
‘came in season the lambs and ewes to shear’ a crew of expert shearers was formed to
travel round from farm to farm in a given area and shear all the sheep at each farm in turn
by piece-work. The crew from the Rottingdean area called themselves the Brookside
Shearers, because the area they covered included all the ‘brook farms’ up the western side
of the Ouse Valley from Newhaven to Lewes in what was known as Brookside Country. A
crew consisted of a captain, who wore two stars on his hat, a lieutenant, who wore one
star, twelve to fourteen men, picked for their skill at shearing and willingness to work hard
for long hours, a wool winder to roll and stack the shorn fleeces and a tar-boy whose job it
was to go round as required and dab tar – or in later years, powdered lime – on any
accidental cuts in the sheep’s hide to stop the bleeding and to prevent flies from entering.
Bob Copper, A Song for Every Season, Heinemann, 1970, p116

Shepherd comprehension

Comprehension questions

1) What are the ‘yowes’ in the song?
2) Why do they have to shear close?
3) Who is the ‘Master’ in the song? How do you know?
4) Why was June so busy?
5) What worries were there at lambing time?
6) Why do you think the sheep needed washing before they were sheared?
7) Why is it important in shearing a sheep to get the ‘maximum weight … in the
minimum time’?
8) How did the Rottingdean shearing crew get its name?
9) How many people were in a crew altogether?
10)What use was the tar used by the tar boy?
11)What word could the writer have used instead of ‘skill’?
ability

experience

work

height

