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The UK has an estimated 30 million sheep, and James
Rebanks looks after around a thousand head on his up-
land farm in the heart of the English Lake District
(https://www.nationalsheep.org.uk/uk-sheep-industry/
sheep-in-the-UK). In 2015, Rebanks described life on his
family farm in The Shepherds Life: A Tale of the Lake
District (Rebanks 2015), which quickly became a non-
fiction bestseller and was serialised by the BBC in a Book
of the Week, radio broadcast. Since then, the author has
become a frequent presence on radio, ranging from ded-
icated farming topics to general and very popular broad-
casts on food, the countryside, and the environment. In
the urgent and noisy debate around how we cope with
climate change, and the damage to biodiversity in Brit-
ain, the media have increasingly sought out authentic
voices to balance the often emotional and complicated
arguments. An eloquent, well-informed, and practical
Lake District shepherd was a welcome addition to any
conversation.

It is therefore no surprise that Rebanks has matched
his first publication with this second book, which again
quickly became a bestseller helped along by a public des-
perate to take advantage of a blast of fresh Lake District
air in the midst of a pandemic. However, this book is
different. The author sets out a vision and moves well
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away from the traditional farming memoir to explain
why this lifestyle of an upland family farm, dependent
on traditional breeds of Swaledale and Herdwick sheep,
will need to change and why this is important to all of
us including those who live far away from the fells of
Cumbria.

This book can be approached at several differing
levels: as a history of food production and farming in the
uplands of Britain, as a fascinating insight into a precar-
ious livelihood on the margins of economic production,
or as simply an engaging tale of life in the Lake District
beyond the tourist trail. Alternatively, it can be taken as
a challenge to both politicians and the public to think
through how we map out a future for these landscapes
and the people who live in marginal economic situations.
Though Rebanks may not agree, this is a manifesto for
change, and unlike most manifestos, it holds the reader
with a distinctive style which flows from someone who
knows his patch of landscape and can draw the reader
into the fields and becks without a hint of a linguistic
flourish. While the title of the book, English pastoral,
evokes an expectation of a bucolic lifestyle, the reality is
somewhat different as the author makes clear.

The farm makes almost no money and whatever
money it does make, it devours. I am terrified of go-
ing broke, of letting it all fall apart. (Page 242).
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Keeping sheep on the hill and a family farm solvent
depends as much on Rebanks’ talent as a writer and
his work as a consultant as it does on the Herdwicks
and Swaledales. The challenge then becomes how can
these livelihoods across upland Britain be maintained
in the future. The approach over the past decades has
been by governmental support funding for upland
farmers. Previously, funding came within a European
framework. In the future, the UK government will set
up a raft of measures which are designed to transition
away from subsidies towards a regime designed to
directly relate agricultural funding to the delivery of
outcomes considered environmentally beneficial: pub-
lic funds for public goods.

Added to this wave of uncertainty are market trends
away from the consumption of meat, the reality of cli-
mate change, and the pressure to allow more public ac-
cess to the countryside which will complicate the
management of upland stock and pastures. Livestock
farmers, many of whom are reaching retirement age, also
feel threatened by the debate around stocking rates and
the argument that lowland flooding can be reduced by
tree planting and the need to prevent moorland erosion.

These trends are not confined to Britain. Across Europe,
the future impact of agricultural reform and changing pat-
terns of trade is bringing into focus the issue of land aban-
donment. Estimates of this shrinkage in the areas of
agricultural land have been made ranging from 8 to 11%
(https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-
technical-research-reports/agricultural-land-abandonment-
eu-within-2015). These trends will undoubtably have the
greatest impact on livestock grazing farms in the marginal
agricultural zones of Europe. Farming systems based on ex-
tensive livestock production in harsh conditions are becom-
ing more economically marginal, as governments struggle to
justify future subsidy payments. This applies to the Andalu-
sian goat herd and the Lapland reindeer herder, as much as
to the Welsh sheep farmer. Often, these areas, including the
area described by the author, coincide with locations of high
value for nature conservation and tourism where there is a
demand for public access. Traffic jams in the Lake District
are a frequent holiday problem. Mountain footpaths require
millions to maintain and repair.

Seen in these terms, Rebanks is making a plea for a better
understanding of a much wider picture, which is about a
way of life as much as the landscape or animal husbandry.
Removing sheep from these fells in favour of trees, or redu-
cing headage numbers making the business of shepherding
unviable, would set in motion a chain of consequences which
would alter both the landscapes and the communities.

The layout and structure of the book reflect an ur-
gency to explain the dilemma to a wide audience in a
compelling but also straightforward way. The text is
aimed squarely at the general reader without pictures
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or indexes or references. Opening with a short four-
page preface, the author quickly draws the reader into
this world of a family farm with a long and deep-
rooted tradition and then sets the scene for a radical
departure from simply carrying on with business as
usual and hoping to make do. Three meaty sections
follow with the text cleverly broken up into short
subsections which are interleafed with direct experi-
ences from the Lake District with the author’s reflec-
tions and ideas.

The first section entitled Nostalgia sets out how
farming in these difficult conditions came to be seen
as no longer sustainable. The pages are enlivened,
and the points hammered home with keenly observed
personal anecdotes which draw the reader in. Never-
theless, the conclusions are sobering:

.... my father and grandfather thought this continu-
ous work was the inevitable price for a good life on
the land. Things must be done, because they always
had been done. The secret was to settle in your har-
ness and not fight it. Just get on with it. (Page 87).

In the second section entitled Progress, Rebanks draws
on his experience of working on an Australian livestock
ranch where the individual paddocks were larger than
his Lake District home farm. He carefully lays out the di-
lemma facing marginal European family farms. He had
come to understand that both the capital-intensive com-
mercial operations and the present-day small-scale fam-
ily farming units such as he had inherited from his
father were ultimately doomed.

I knew that that if we farmed in more sustainable
ways — and no one wanted to pay us to do that-
then we would go bankrupt.

In the final section called Utopia, Rebanks provides an
intriguing glimpse of what the future could look like. He
brings together real evidence for the changes which are
already underway and could be the basis for a sustain-
able foundation for both the landscape and the commu-
nities who provide stewardship for the land. This section
invokes the second part of the book title An Inheritance.
He clearly sees that the farm and this way of life have
been passed to him, and there is a duty, not just to carry
on as before, but to improve the holding and secure a vi-
able enterprise which could be handed on. This deeply
engrained concept of stewardship runs like a vein of
rock through these upland farming families.

I see farmers starting to work together to make this
place even better, finding ways to farm around wil-
der rivers. Miles of hedges are being laid once more,
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drystone walls rebuilt, and old stone barns and field
houses restored.

This brings the heart of this book back to people.
Many of these improvements are community-inspired,
reaching out beyond the traditional core farming fam-
ilies. The vision of a place which brings separate worlds
together, replacing an older suspicion between those
who work in the place and those who simply live there.

This final section is perhaps the most lyrical of the
three, and the description in the last few pages of an en-
counter at dusk with a barn owl hunting across his pas-
ture land is as fine a piece of nature writing as one could
hope for. If only for these passages written with passion,
this book is a compulsive read.

At the very end of the text, Rebanks articulates the
feelings of many individuals who earn a living from the
land in quoting a fellow upland sheep farmer:

Tell them what is happening on the land. Someone
has to tell them....

Is the ‘Utopia’, which is the title of the final section of
the book, really possible? Perhaps if more people read
this book, the answer could just be yes.
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