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ART. 1.—The Mountain Sheep : their origin and marking. 
By the REV. T. ELLWOOD, M.A., Rector of Torver, 

Coniston. 

Communicated at Slam Wells, yuly 15, 1897. 

N dealing with the subject of our Mountain Sheep, I 
I have thought it might not be out of place to say a word 
or two in the outset about their early origin—and first of 
all—can we, on treating of this matter, derive any informa-
tion from considering the derivation and meaning of their 
distinctive name. They are called Herdwicks. Anyone 
will admit that that name has a northern sound about it. 
Dividing it into its component parts and taking the first 
of them, I may remark that though " herd " is now more 
generally applied to cattle, yet in its earlier northern 
meaning it is more exclusively applied to sheep. Amongst 
the fragments that are left of the Bible of Ulphilas, the 
loth chapter of the Gospel according to St. John has been 
preserved intact. In that chapter we have flock as "herd." 
Ik im hardeis gods—I am the good Shepherd. 

Dickinson, in his Cumberland Glossary, gives the follow-
ing explanation under the heading of the Herdwick or 
Mountain Sheep of that county :— " These are reported to 
have originated from about 4o which swam ashore from a 
wrecked Norwegian vessel. They were taken possession 
of by the Lord of the Manor, and in their increase being 
found hardy and suitable for the mountains, were let 
out in herds or flocks with the farms." Herd is put in 
Italics in the Glossary, implying that hence is the deriva-
tion of the name. It is to be regretted that Dickinson, 
conversant, as he must have been, intimately with the 
whole sea board of West Cumberland, did not give us 
some more definite note of time and place than is to be 
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2 	 THE MOUNTAIN SHEEP. 

found in this once-upon-a-time description. When and 
where did they swim ashore ? Was the vessel a derelict 
and were the sheep the sole survivers of the wreck ? If 
any of the human freight of that shipwreck had been 
preserved, it seems to be very likely they would have 
claimed the sheep, and prevented the Lord of the Manor 
from appropriating them to his land. 

I think, however, that the story from which Dickinson 
here quotes, must be relegated to very much earlier times 
than those which he seems to imply. 

The whole of the surroundings of the Herd wicks—the 
distinctive names in noting and describing them are 
Norse names almost without exception, and mark that 
they have come down from a very early and nomadic 
time. Twinter and trinter, applied to two-year-old and 
three-year-old sheep, and meaning two winters and three 
winters respectively, are the very words that the Icelander 
at present applies to the sheep of the same age. 

Gimmer or gymmer lamb means the very same thing 
in this country and in Norway, and the outrakes on sheep 
drives which are to be found in almost every valley 
amongst our Lakeland mountains, have their counterpart 
in Scandinavia, and are from a well-known Norse verb, 
signifying to drive, while rake, formerly a very common 
name for a sheep dog, is as derived from that verb, literally 
"The Driver." Words like these are just as generally 
found as the sheep themselves. 

I think, therefore, that there must have been a far more 
general and systematic importation of sheep to our northern, 
mountains, than the 40 sheep that were " Kessen up 
sometyme lang sen." 

In the well-preserved and authenticated records of the 
Norse migrations in the gth and loth centuries, we find 
that whole families and tribes set sail from Norway and 
carried their flocks and all their other requirements 
for settling with them. These Norwegians must have 
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THE MOUNTAIN SHEEP. 	 3 

settled and left what cattle and sheep there are in Iceland, 
for there was no trace of domestic life or settlement before 
that time, except of three or four Irish Anchorites who 
carried little else then with them than their crosses, their 
service-books, and their missals, and died as they had 
lived, in the secluded service of God. 

The Norse, however, made there and made elsewhere, 
what may be called national, or at any rate, tribal settle-
ments, and they so settled, not that country alone, 
but the coasts and islands the whole way from there to 
the bay of Dublin, at which coast was landed a Norse 
chief, Olave the White, in the gth century. The Faroe 
Islands are literally the sheep islands, so called doubtless 
from the sheep imported at this same Norse migration, 
and most of the Orkneys, Shetlands, and Hebrides bear 
names that evidence that they were originally peopled 
and settled by the same Norwegian race. There is 
evidence enough that the same stream of colonization 
went on along almost the whole of the sea coast's islands, 
in the line which I have indicated. That line included 
our Cumberland and North Lancashire sea board, and 
my own inference would be that those sheep came with 
those early settlers who have left behind them so many 
of the vocables, so much of the folk-speech, and so many 
of the customs of the Norse. 

There is certainly evidence to anyone who has examined 
them closely, a resemblance in many points between our 
own sheep marking in these dales of Lakeland, and the 
sheep marking that is recorded of the early agricultural 
and home life of the Norse. The Norse Thing, though 
it was the law enacting and the law enforcing assembly 
of the nation in many things, seems to have differed very 
little in its doings from the enactments that you might 
expect at an assembly of shepherds in the Fells Dales, 
if invested with equal local powers. 

The Thing defined boundaries ; settled fell rights and 
pasturage 
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4 .THE MOUNTAÌN SHEEP. 

pasturage disputings ; and took note of the marks and 
laws which regulated the ownership of sheep and cattle. 

One law passed at such a Thing in early days is much 
to the point in proving this ; and that is the law which 
was an enactment of the highest legal court, and was to 
the effect, that, any sheep-owner who cut off the ears of 
his sheep, should be subject to what was known as the 
lesser outlawry ; the greater outlawry or entire banish-
ment being reserved for manslaughter. 

The object of this is obvious enough, for if the sheep's 
ears were cut off, there could be no means of noting its 
identity or distinction, except in the smit, which was 
much more easily disposed of. 

This mark in the ear was called in Norse law, the Lög 
i.e., the lawful mark or brand. The same hereditary mark 
was peculiar to, and used by each family for their sheep, 
and passed clown from father to son. 

Cutting off a sheep's ears, therefore, removed all chance 
of recognition, and at once suggested something that was 
unlawful. I heard of a case like this last week, though 
it had probably occured in our own portion of the Lake 
District some years since. One farmer was enquiring of 
another if he had seen some stray sheep : yes, he had 
seen some." " What sort of ears had they ? " replied his 
interlocutor, " aw diddent see at they had any ears at aw," 
was the reply. Their ears had evidently been improved 
out of existence, like the tails of the Manx cats. 

The farmer thought he was on the right track for his 
lost sheep, as the ears would not have been altogether 
cut off unless something unlawful had occured before.* 

And this cutting off a great part of the ear, so as to 

Instances are occurring in the Lake District almost every day of the practical 
value of ear-marks, as the following extract will show. " Curiously enough what 
Mr. Ellwood said about the laws against cropping the ears of fell-sheep was 
illustrated by an action at the Penrith County Court, yesterday."—Extract from 
comment upon this paper in Carlisle Patriot, of July 23rd, 1897. 
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THE MOUNTAIN SHEEP. 	 5 

obliterate former marks, accounts for a curious custom in 
marking as noted in the shepherds' book, to which I shall 
now more immediately refer. The technical or dialect 
word used for it is crojfßina, and no stock-owner was 
allowed to crop a sheep in both ears unless he resided 
upon a hall farm. These hall farms originally belonged, 
as they still belong in many cases, to the Lord of the 
Manor, and interested as he was in the commons and 
in the general rights of the sheep-owners, it was thought 
a privilege could be conceded to him which could not 
safely be conceded to others, the privilege of using a mark 
which took off a great part of both ears, and so of 
obliterating any former mark that might have been made. 

The literature that records all these brands, and also 
the smit mark, is very interesting.t It is contained in a 
publication called " The Shepherds' Guide," brought out 
at irregular intervals, extending over several years, and 
carried back in the book I have here, a long way towards 
the beginning of this century, and taking in, in a great 
measure, the fell district of Cumberland, Westmorland, and 
North Lancashire—a district, which, in dealing with 
dialect, place names, and local philology, the student is 
quite within his province in treating of from one and 
the same point of view. 

There are two methods of distinction—one the ear mark 
and the other the smit. The smit is generally the initials 
of the owner marked in red upon the sheep's side, accom-
panied by a pop or other mark. 

One smit is called the sword smit, from having the 
form of a sword marked across the side of the sheep. 
The staple smit is a mark in the form of a rectangular 
door staple ; while in the case of one Westmorland fell 

f For accounts of the books called Shepherds' Guides see Past and Present 
among the Northern Fells, by Miss Powley, in these Transactions, vol. II, pp. 
171-186, and pp. 354-374. 
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6 	 THE MOUNTAIN SHEEP. 

farm, called Raven Cragg, there is a curious correspon-
dence between the place name and the smit, which, for 
the farm, is the figure of a raven, marked upon the sheep's 
side. The smit for another farm is the form of a crow 
foot, spread out. 

The Norse, as they had a particular enactment for 
distinguishing their sheep, so they had a peculiar word for 
some of these distinctions. Thus—Al-styfingr, which is 
the word for illegally cutting off the ear, means, literally, 
" to crop close," and " crop " is the word for the similar 
process in Lakeland ; though the shape of the brand given 
seems in many instances to correspond in the Lakeland 
ear-marks and the Norse, yet the words describing them 
are different. I do not know, however, whether in this 
important word, Al-styfingr, we do not find the root-word, 
or at any rate a word cognate to the word "stow," which 
which is used in "The Shepherds' Guide" as an equivalent 
of "crop." The word " stow " was, I think, in this sense 
known on both sides of the border, and Sir Walter Scott 
makes one of his characters say " I'll stow him his lugs 
for him." Our sheep-marking dialect has preserved this 
word, though it may be in a great measure obsolete any-
where else. 

In the dialect form, the following are some of the names 
of the most common ear-marks, of which we also give a 
plate :— 

Bitted. 	With a triangular piece cut out of the ear. 
Clicked. 	With a piece cut from the ear in a straight line. 
Cropped. 	A portion of the top of the ear cut off. 

(Cropping in both ears is conceded only to Hall Farms, 
or such as belong to the Lord of the Manor.) 

Forked, 	With a triangular piece cut out of the top of the ear. 
Fold Bitted. When the ear is folded and cut leaving a triangular space. 
Fold Bit. 	The ear-mark so formed. 
Halved. 	With half the ear cut off. 
Key Bitted. With rectangular piece cut out from the ear. 
Punched. 	With a circular hole in the ear. 

Ritted. 
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THE MOUNTAIN SHEEP. 	 7 
Ritted. 	With a rectangular piece cut out the whole length of 

the ear, dividing the ear into two parts. Some sheep 
are twice ritted, in which case the ear is for its whole 
length divided into three parts. 

Shear Bitted. Sheared or cut to a point at the end of the ear. 
Sneck Bitted. The ear is cut in resemblance of the sneck or latch of a 

gate. 
Stow Forked. The top of the ear cut off, and a triangular piece cut 

from the top of the remainder. 

In one instance, the farm at Sella, the shape of a C, the 
initial letter of the owner's surname, is cut out of the 
sheep's ear ; and in another case the distinction mark is 
branded upon the sheep's horns ; if it has horns, if not, 
upon its forehead. One very remarkable case, also, a case 
of " Nota a non notando " is that of a farm in which the 
sheep's ears are not either cut or marked in anyway ; this 
is sufficiently distinctive, for it is the unique instance in 
which an estate has no brand for the ears at all. 

All these forms of distinction, which I have quoted from 
the old shepherds' guides, to be found in Lakeland, are also 
mostly to be found with distinctive names in the Norse 
system of laws for ear-marking, as given in the old Norse 
Grdgâs. Only according to the Norse code of laws, this 
method of marking is to be applied, not to sheep alone, 
but also to goats, cattle and swine, and all other fè. 
Fowls were, of course, excepted ; they could not be 
branded upon the ears, for obvious reasons, and were 
accordingly branded upon the feet. 

What is known in Lakeland as key bitting, that is, 
cutting a rectangular portion from the ear, seems to have 
been the distinction most common amongst the Norsemen 
acquiring a distinction, as it was placed upon the right 
or left ear, or above or below them ; yet the other Lake-
land methods and their names are to be found amongst 
those mentioned in the old records of the Norse. 

I intended, in this paper, to deal also with a very 
curious 
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8 	 THE MOUNTAIN SHEEP. 

curious system of numerals, known as the sheep scoring 
numerals of Lakeland ; also as the Anglo-Cymric score. 
I read two papers on the subject before this society about 
2I years ago, at Furness Abbey and at Whitehaven. 
Since then, quite a literature of numerals has been added 
to the subject. I have, myself, about 70 different 
examples of this very curious score ; including one from 
our late diocesan, Dr. Harvey Goodwin, who took a 
helpful interest in the matter. 	The subject seems so 
large and varied, that I am compelled, unwillingly, to 
postpone it to a future and separate paper, in which I hope 
the whole subject may be dealt with with the care that it 
well deserves. 
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