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Molly the Sheep 
 

This is the story of Molly, a happy sheep, who lived on a farm in the Lake 

District. 

It sounds like a story for babies, doesn’t it?  You know, the kind of stuff you 

probably heard when you were two.  You remember, don’t you – ‘One day Molly-

Polly the sheep was walking round the farm when she met her friend Ducky-Lucky.  

And Molly-Polly said, “Hello, Ducky-Lucky!  And how many eggs have you laid 

today?’  Twaddle like that.  If you’ve got any of your baby books left, go and see how 

many of them are about farms.  They’re full of nonsense about cute baby animals 

and chicks that make friends with foxes.  Yeah, as if.  Old MacDonald had all those 

wonderful animals that made great noises – but what happened to them in the end? 

That’s the big question.  Because farms aren’t like pet-shops.  They really 

aren’t.  They’re not the places we’re told about in picture books, full of sweet fluffy 

chicks and bunnies and lambies.  Of course farms are full of baby animals, some of 

the time.  The problem is that most of those gorgeous little fluffy things end up on our 

dinner plates as great hunks of meat.  Farms are there to produce food for us.  Full 

stop. 

So – let’s start again.  This is the story of Molly, a happy sheep – until, one 

day…  

I bet you can’t wait to find out what happened next. 

The Lake District, where Molly lived, is a wonderful part of the world.  It has 

everything you could wish for, if you like scenery: mountains, lakes, waterfalls, rivers, 

sea.  It’s a very beautiful place.  Unfortunately the fact that it’s full of lakes also gives 

you a bit of a clue about the weather.  Yes, it rains there for about 300 days a year, 

and for most of the rest of the time it snows.  (Just down the road from Molly’s farm is 

Seathwaite, which is officially the Wettest Place in Britain.  It has about three and a 

half metres of rain a year.  That’s nearly a centimetre of rain every single day, on 

average.  How incredibly wet is that, for goodness sake?  Although to be fair I have 

been in Seathwaite on one or two days when it hasn’t been raining.) 

There are an awful lot of sheep in the Lake District.  Sheep love mountains, 

you see.  Despite the fact that they look fat and clumsy, they’re very nimble on their 

feet and can leap about over rocks and crags with no effort at all.  Added to this, they 

really don’t like getting their feet wet, because it makes their hooves rot.  So rather 

than standing in a damp green meadow by the river, Molly and her mates much 

preferred to be nipping up a pile of boulders on Great Cockup (no, I’m not swearing – 

there truly is a mountain in the Lake District called that, although I don’t think Molly 

ever went there, to be honest). 

And I do think it’s quite likely that Molly had a happy life on her farm, because 

the people who looked after her were lovely, and although I’ve told you that farms 

aren’t like pet-shops in fact this farm was a bit like a pet-shop.  My friend Beth grew 
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up there, and she and her mum and dad and brother and sisters were all animal-

mad.  Yes, of course they did send lambs off to get fattened up for the dinner table, 

but there were lots of animals they liked to keep just for the sake of it.  There was 

Beth’s dad, who always liked to have a few cows around to milk.  There was Beth’s 

mum, who wanted chickens and ducks, and her two sisters, who had to have at least 

one horse each and preferably a few spare ones as well, and her brother, who was 

crazy about dogs.  Beth had begged for two piglets that she named Pinky and Perky.  

They had grown into two enormous animals who lived in a barn in the farmyard.  

Maybe at first the idea had been to fatten them up and then eat them.  But by the 

time of this story, the whole family had got rather fond of them and couldn’t bring 

themselves to think of the pigs just as ham, pork and bacon.  I don’t think they ever 

got eaten, even after the events I’m going to tell you about. 

And it was Beth who made friends with Molly and set about changing her life 

for ever.  What was special about Molly, exactly?  If you’ve ever looked at a field of 

sheep you will probably have come to the conclusion that sheep are – well, pretty 

dull, really.  They all look identical.  They all move in the same direction at the same 

time.  They bleat, nibble grass and drop little piles of droppings everywhere.  They 

have strange eyes that make them look incredibly dim, because the pupil (the black 

bit in the middle) is rectangular, not round.  That’s about all there is to sheep.   

Molly was different.  She was the sheep who didn’t follow the crowd.  Beth had 

helped her through some tough times, too.  Sheep are out in all weathers, at all times 

of year (and I’ve already told you how much it rains in the Lake District, haven’t I?).  

Every year in mid-March Molly gave birth to a lamb, on the hillside where she stood, 

sometimes in the middle of the night, sometimes in the snow or the freezing rain, and 

as often as not Beth was there to help her.  Molly was patient and never complained, 

and she didn’t try to run away.  Then she would  watch as her babies grew up and 

pranced around in the spring sunshine, until the day when the boy lambs were sent 

away (we know where they were going, don’t we) and she never saw them again.  

But the girl lambs got to stay on the hillside with Molly until they grew up enough to 

have lambs of their own.   

So it wasn’t a bad life, really, except for the dogs.  As you will know, dogs are 

very useful on sheep farms; that is, if you can train them properly to herd sheep.  On 

Beth’s farm there were at least two sheepdogs that were good at their job.  Beth’s 

dad Pete could put one of them in a field with Molly and her friends, and with a few 

whistles and cries like “’Way, boy!  Go back, boy!” the dog would round up the sheep 

and have them through the gate in a trice.  I don’t suppose Molly liked the dogs, 

exactly, but at least they were quick and efficient, and didn’t bite her, and I’m sure 

she was grateful for that. 

Unfortunately there were about ten other dogs on the farm that were 

completely and utterly hopeless at herding.  If they were put in a field with sheep, 

they would go bonkers and leap about, yapping pointlessly, nipping the heels of the 

sheep and terrifying them.  Back in the farmyard the dogs would just mooch around, 



Molly the Sheep 

S. L. Powell © 2010                                                                                       3 

getting in the way of the tractor, chasing the chickens and snapping at the postman, 

who eventually refused to deliver any more letters until the dogs were shut up 

somewhere. 

One of the sheepdogs was hugely talented in a rather unusual way.  He’d 

never managed to get to grips with sheep, but for some reason he’d become an 

excellent cricket player.  Quite how he’d done this was a bit of a mystery.  Of course 

he wasn’t much good at holding a bat, and bowling was also a bit of a problem, but 

no-one could compare to him when it came to fielding.  He could leap nearly two 

metres into the air to catch a ball that had been smashed for six.  He frequently 

caught people out, and the amazing thing was that he always knew he had to take 

the ball back to the bowler.   

Luckily enough Molly didn’t have to put up with much harassment from the ten 

useless sheepdogs.  They were so impossible to train that Pete rapidly gave up 

trying, and left them to harass the postman instead. 

One day, though, Pete came to Beth with a serious face. 

“I need to talk to you about Molly,” he said.  He knew how fond Beth was of 

the old sheep. 

“What’s up, Farty?” said Beth anxiously.  (Before I go on, I ought to tell you 

why Beth often referred to her dad as ‘Farty’.  Beth had discovered in her school 

German lessons that the German for ‘Daddy’ is ‘Vati’, which is pronounced almost 

exactly like ‘Farty’.  Beth’s dad always seemed to find it amusing to be called ‘Farty’, 

but then he had an excellent sense of humour.  So you might want to be a teeny bit 

careful before you try it out on your own dad.) 

“Well, she’s getting on,” said Pete slowly.  “I’m not sure she’ll get through 

another winter. She can’t run like she used to, her knees are too creaky.  And her 

eyesight’s failing.  I think it might be kinder to… you know…” 

“What?” said Beth fiercely.  “You’re not sending her away to be turned into 

dogfood.  I won’t let you.” 

“But what can we do?” said Pete.  “We can’t leave her out there on the 

hillside.” 

“I want to keep her,” said Beth firmly.  And then she hatched a plan.  There 

were the two pigs, Pinky and Perky, living comfortably in the barn in the farmyard.  

Couldn’t Molly go to stay with the pigs, and live out her last days in peace? 

Pete wasn’t sure.  After all, he had about a hundred sheep.  They couldn’t all 

live in the barn when they got too elderly to have lambs.  

“I don’t mind about the others,” said Beth bravely.  “It’s just Molly.” 

So Pete gave in, and Molly went to live with Pinky and Perky. 

Pinky and Perky were absolutely enormous.  Have you ever seen a really big 

pig?  It’s like coming up against a huge wall of meat.  I remember once, on holiday in 

Italy, in a sleepy little village in the middle of nowhere, I rounded a corner and came 

face-to-face with a pig that had escaped from the back of a farm lorry.  There were 

two men with sharp sticks behind the pig, shouting and prodding.  The pig was 
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massive, and so furious it was screaming.  Really screaming.  I just shut my eyes in 

terror and thought: “If that creature pins me against the wall I’m going to squish like a 

ripe peach.”  Luckily enough, when I opened my eyes again the pig had charged off 

to scare someone else. 

Compared to this, Pinky and Perky were tame.  They didn’t seem to mind 

Molly moving in with them.  In fact they hardly noticed her.  They barely grunted a 

“hello”.  For them, life was all about eating.  As long as they were eating, they were 

content.   

Pigs are often thought of as dirty animals.  Of course you do see them 

wallowing around in mud a fair bit, but I think there is more to it than that.  People 

probably think pigs are dirty because they are scavengers, which means they will eat 

just about anything.  When I was at school I remember that any school dinners that 

didn’t get eaten (including all the half-chewed bits we spat out and left on our plates) 

were collected by a huge tanker and taken away to be fed to the pigs.  Stew, 

potatoes, salad, rice pudding, jam, vegetable soup, custard, carrots, all thrown in 

together in one big disgusting slop.  It was called ‘pig swill’.  In the old days when 

people and animals lived side by side, the pigs used to wander around and eat 

anything they could find: vegetable peelings, paper, old cooked food, earthworms, 

acorns, dead chickens.  Anything. 

The idea of scavengers is rather revolting.  But they’re terribly useful.  They’re 

like the vacuum cleaners of the natural world, going around hoovering up the rubbish 

and leftovers.  Just think about wild animals and birds that die.  What happens to 

them?  You hardly ever see one, but hundreds and hundreds must die every day.  

Imagine what would happen if they were all lying around for ages – the place would 

stink of rotting meat.  But they don’t lie around for ages.  The scavengers get them 

first.  Animals like foxes, or birds like crows and magpies.  Flies lay their eggs in 

them, and the eggs hatch into maggots that zoom around gobbling up all the meat.  

(You know of course that maggots are about the only creature I really can’t cope with 

at all.  We once found a dead blackbird in the garden and dropped it in the bottom of 

the dustbin.  Then a week later when I put the rubbish out I went to move the dead 

bird and dozens of wriggly white maggots fell out into my bare hand.  I nearly threw 

up.) 

Pinky and Perky didn’t eat pig swill.  They had a wonderful diet.  There was a 

local bakery which used to make fantastic cakes.  Beth knew the baker, and he got 

rather fond of Pinky and Perky, so he used to bring all the leftovers from the bakery 

up to the farm once a week to feed to the pigs.  They would stuff themselves on old 

chocolate eclairs, fruit buns and Danish pastries.  Almost makes you want to be a 

pig, doesn’t it?  But you can’t stop pigs from being scavengers.  So when they 

weren’t eating cakes I expect they ate a lot of revolting stuff that you’d rather not 

think about right now.   

It’s hard to say what Molly made of leaving the hillside and moving in with the 

pigs.  Perhaps she missed her friends.  Perhaps she thought: “Typical.  I spend my 
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life being chased by stupid dogs, and now I have to sleep with a couple of pigs.”  But 

at least she didn’t have to stand out in the snow any more and get ice on her 

eyelashes.  So probably she went on being happy. 

Molly lived peacefully in the barn for quite a while.  She and the pigs never 

quite became best buddies.  They were like neighbours who say “Good morning!” 

politely every time they meet, and then can’t think of anything else to say.  But the 

barn was big enough for all of them, and every day Beth would pop in and give Molly 

a little treat, like a sugar lump or a biscuit, and scratch Molly on her hard head.  She 

didn’t purr, of course, like a cat would have done, but she seemed to like it. 

Until eventually Molly died, from sheer old age.  Everyone knew she was 

going to die.  She’d gone off her food; she wouldn’t even try the tasty morsels that 

Beth brought for her, and the vet said there was nothing more to be done.  Late one 

night, with the whole family gathered round and Pinky and Perky looking on 

solemnly, she quietly slipped away and Molly the sheep was no more.   

Everyone was terribly upset.  Beth cried like a baby, and even Pete had to 

wipe away a tear.  Molly was just like a family pet, and a lot more cuddly and friendly 

than most of the sheepdogs.  They quickly decided she deserved a proper burial, in a 

special spot on the hillside where she had patiently spent so many years of her life.  

But it was too late that night to do anything.  I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a sheep 

up close, but they’re much bigger than you think.  In fact they are huge barrel-shaped 

things that weigh a ton, as I discovered once when I helped my dad move a sheep 

who’d rolled onto her back and couldn’t get up (she was lying with her legs in the air 

and looked totally ridiculous, but it was a hot summer’s day and she would probably 

have died from sunstroke if we hadn’t rolled her over again).  Pete decided they’d 

probably need to bring in the tractor to shift Molly, so it was best for now to leave her 

in the barn just where she’d died, with her companions Pinky and Perky. 

And in the morning, very early, Beth crept back to the barn to prepare Molly for 

her funeral.  I think she planned to comb the wool around her ears and tie a few 

ribbons to make her look pretty, and maybe get a few of her favourite nibbles 

together to go in the grave with her.  But when Beth entered the barn, she found that 

something very odd had happened.  Molly wasn’t where she had been the night 

before.  Beth was completely astonished.  She rushed out to the milking shed, where 

Pete was seeing to his beloved cows. 

“Farty!” she shouted, above the din of the milking machine.  “I can’t find Molly!  

She’s disappeared!” 

“Don’t be daft,” said Pete.  “You can’t lose a dead sheep.  You must be looking 

in the wrong place.” 

And so he came back with Beth and they searched around the barn together.  

The barn was big, but not big enough to hide a whole sheep.  After a few minutes, 

even Pete was puzzled.  And then – then he made a shocking find.  In a corner of the 

barn, near where Molly had died, was a pile of wool, and next to it were four hooves 

in a little pile.  Molly’s hooves.  That was all that was left of her.  Pinky and Perky 
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stood with their backs to the corner, munching unconcernedly on a couple of stale 

Bakewell tarts.  And gradually Beth and Pete realised the awful truth.  The pigs had 

eaten Molly.  Every little bit of her, bones and all.  They had ground her up with their 

great mouths and sharp teeth and left only the parts that were completely inedible – 

Molly’s wool and Molly’s hooves. 

They had at least waited until Molly was dead.  I don’t think they would have 

devoured her alive, even if they’d been a bit short of pastries that day.  But I have 

heard stories of pigs getting a taste for blood, like sharks, and once they do 

apparently there’s no stopping them.  So it might be best – just in case, and even if 

you’re desperate – to avoid spending the night in a barn with a couple of hungry pigs. 

 


