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John	and	Steph	Bland	
Thwaite	Bridge	Farm,	Hawes	

	
	
Thwaite	Bridge	Farm,	which	has	its	origins	in	the	seventeenth	century	but	has	been	added	
to	by	successive	generations	of	farmers,	sits	beside	the	river	Ure,	three	miles	west	of	
Hawes.	It	has	for	many	years	had	a	good	reputation	for	its	Swaledale	sheep	and	for	breeding	
good	rams.	So	when	John	Bland	and	his	wife	Stephanie	decided	to	move	here	from	their	
farm	in	Derbyshire,	they	had	a	desire	to	continue	this	reputation.	On	a	farm	like	this,	which	
has	all	its	land	enclosed,	it’s	common	for	the	departing	tenants	to	take	their	flock	with	
them;	when	John	arrived,	he	introduced	his	own.		

	
‘Most	farmers	up	here	have	been	in	for	
generations.	The	names	might	change	but	the	
flock	remains	the	same.	We	did	it	different,’	
John	tells	me,	‘we	brought	the	sheep	in.’	The	
Blands	bought	Thwaite	Bridge	in	2010,	when	
Richard	Sowerby	was	a	sitting	tenant.	They	
moved	to	the	farm	in	2013,	and	took	over	
fully	in	January	2014.	‘Showing	was	a	good	
way	of	getting	people	to	know	our	sheep.	It’s	
a	bit	like	branding	yourself	with	anything	
you’re	selling	–	people	want	to	think	of	you	
first	when	they’re	buying	something	or	
appreciate	what	you’re	trying	to	breed.	So	
that’s	why	we	show	–	as	an	advertisement.’	
Steph	says	that	John	has	made	‘massive	
strides’	and	has	become	well	recognised.	
	
The	family	also	keep	Limousin	Belgian	Blue1	
cross	calves,	and	are	hoping	to	build	up	a	
small	beef	herd.	‘We’re	only	keeping	them	to	

keep	the	ground	right	really.	They	don’t	make	you	a	lot	of	money,	as	such.	But	it	helps	keep	
the	pastures	right	for	sheep.’	
	
The	farm	has	around	400	acres	of	land,	going	from	800	to	1200	foot	above	sea	level.	‘It’s	a	
difficult	farm	–	it’s	in	a	wet	area.	Hay	making	time	can	be	difficult,	winters	are	long	and	wet,	
so	your	grass	growing	period’s	shortened.	But	it	does	have	its	good	points:	it’s	limestone	

																																																								
1	Also	called	British	Blue	
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and	you’ve	got	peat	on	one	side	of	the	farm,	so	this	helps	sheep	do	well	–	it	suits	
Swaledales.’	
	
To	add	to	the	traditional	barns	on	the	farm,	the	Blands	have	put	in	a	new	shed,	which	can	
be	used	for	lambing	indoors	in	bad	springs,	among	other	things.	‘It	has	made	a	big	
difference.	In	bad	weather	it’s	helped	a	lot,	we	bring	shearlings	in	with	twin	lambs,	and	
older	ewes.	We	keep	quite	a	few	old	ewes	that	are	breeding	really	well.	And	we	put	triplets	
in,	things	like	that.’		
	
At	present,	John	has	around	400	breeding	ewes	at	Thwaite	Bridge,	all	of	them	Swaledales.	
‘We	brought	our	favourites	from	Derbyshire	and	we	gradually	improve.’	The	farm	in	
Derbyshire,	where	someone	else	oversees	daily	management,	with	John	visiting	every	week	
or	two,	has	a	larger	flock	of	around	800	ewes,	with	100	of	these	being	put	to	Blue	Faced	
Leicesters	to	produce	Mules.		
	
John’s	father	and	grandfather	were	both	farmers,	and	he	learnt	by	helping	out	from	a	very	
young	age.		‘I	started	on	a	dairy	farm	with	some	Derbyshire	Gritstone	sheep	when	we	were	
in	Lancashire,’	John	recalls,	‘and	then	we	moved	to	Derbyshire	and	we	moved	to	suckler	
cows	and	Swaledale	sheep.’	He	worked	alongside	his	father	and	his	brother	through	his	

teenage	years,	and	began	to	breed	Swaledales	in	his	own	right	
in	his	late	twenties.		
	
Steph	does	not	come	from	a	farming	family,	although	she	has	a	
love	of	animals.	‘When	I	was	18,	John	was	the	boy	next	door,	
and	we	started	going	out.	My	family	were	from	the	middle	of	
Manchester	originally,	engineers.	I	had	no	farming	
connections,	no	idea	at	all.	Never	thought	about	it	until	I	met	
John	and	his	family,	and	I	learned	from	there.’	
	
John	and	Steph	have	three	children:	Madeline	(age	13),	Louis	
(11)	and	the	youngest,	George	(age	6),	who	we	first	met	when	
he	won	Champion	prize	at	the	tup	lamb	sales	at	Hawes	auction	
mart	in	the	autumn	of	2016.	All	three	children	have	some	
sheep	to	look	after.	The	two	boys	are	keener	to	continue	than	

Madeline,	who	Steph	describes	as	her	‘right-hand	girl’,	with	an	aptitude	for	helping	out	
around	the	house.	And	at	lambing	time,	when	it’s	all	hands	to	the	pump,	work	in	the	house	
is	just	as	important	as	being	with	the	sheep.	‘She’s	brilliant,’	says	Steph,	‘we	do	it	between	
us,	don’t	we?’	
	
Lambing	is	John’s	favourite	time	of	year.	‘It’s	a	new	start,	it	gives	you	plenty	of	hope	for	your	
pedigree	world,	and	it’s	just	a	nice	time	of	year.’	His	attention	is	to	continue	breeding	good	
ewes,	and,	through	them,	good	tups.	‘Your	main	aim	is	to	produce	a	really	good	ewe	that	
looks	slightly	masculine	but	still	has	female	qualities.	And	then	that’s	passed	on	to	your	tup.	
To	set	out	and	buy	a	tup,	to	breed	a	tup,	is	difficult	–	you’re	sort	of	neglecting	the	rest	of	
your	flock.’	When	it	comes	to	selling	Swaledales,	it’s	the	tups	that	bring	in	the	most	money,	
so	producing	top	quality	tups	is	the	ultimate	end	point	of	what	begins	at	the	end	of	summer	
when	farmers	are	looking	for	good	tups	to	match	with	their	ewes	during	the	autumn	
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tupping	season.	‘All	Swaledale	breeders	will	have	so	many	of	what	you	class	as	your	best	
families,	and	you	tend	to	find	that	your	best	tups	come	out	of	them,’	says	John.	‘It	gets	
infectious,	tup	talk,’	says	Steph,	‘you	get	tup	fever.	You	never	switch	off,	it’s	tup	talk	all	the	
time	really!’	
	
John	casts	his	mind	forwards:	‘Our	sales	are	in	October	so	hopefully	you	can	wander	round	
the	tup	sales	and	find	the	pedigree	and	the	look	of	the	tup	that	you	like,	and	you	can	afford	
it.	If	you’ve	had	a	poor	tup	sale,	you	have	to	go	round	a	few	more	times	and	start	to	
compromise.’		
	
The	quest	for	a	good	tup,	and	the	continual	drive	to	keep	improving	a	flock,	is	something	
that	hasn’t	changed	for	centuries	and	on	the	whole,	John	thinks,	farming	here	in	the	hills	
has	changed	very	little.	‘It	hasn’t	gone	automised	or	mechanised	because	of	topography.	
And	we	can’t	be	driven	into	a	big	production	cycle	in	the	hills,	because	the	hills	can’t	
produce	like	the	lowland	can,	can	they?’	

	
There’s	 a	 challenge,	 John	 says,	 to	 keep	 farming	 sustainably,	 in	
the	way	that	suits	the	land,	and	for	farming	to	bring	in	sufficient	
income.	Prices	for	livestock	at	the	auction,	he	tells	us,	are	static:	
‘From	 me	 being	 a	 teenager	 they’re	 not	 much	 more.	 Wages,	
they’ve	gone	up	an	awful	lot;	machinery’s	probably	quadrupled;	
rent,	 that’s	 gone	 up	 threefold,	 fourfold.	 Costs	 keep	 rising	 but	
your	 actual	 livestock’s	 not	 going	 up,	 unless	 you	 happen	 to	
produce	something	wonderful	that	someone	is	prepared	to	give	
a	lot	of	money	for,	but	you	can’t	rely	on	that.	And	wool	price	at	
the	moment	is	so	bad	–	about	20,	25	pence	a	fleece.	It	will	cost	
you	about	a	pound	to	shear	a	 fleece.	Then	you’ve	got	to	wrap	
the	wool,	 and	 then	 you	 have	 to	 take	 it	 somewhere,	 and	 then	
they	tell	you	how	much	you’re	having.’	
	

While	we’ve	been	talking,	Patrick	Sowerby,	who	was	farming	opposite	Thwaite	Bridge	when	
the	Blands	arrived	and	now	farms	in	Stainmore,	has	joined	us.	He	chips	in:	‘You	only	want	to	
be	in	the	hills	because	you	want	to	be	in	the	hills,	don’t	you?’	John	agrees.	‘Yeah.	If	you’re	
completely	production-led,	everyone	would	leave	the	hills	and	go	where	it’s	easier	farming.	
So	presumably	the	idea	of	subsidies	or	environmental	payments	is	to	keep	people	in	the	
hills.	Because	at	the	end	of	the	day,	we’ve	all	got	families	to	bring	up	and	you	have	to	make	
sure	that	the	sons	are	keen	enough	to	keep	farming	in	the	hills.	The	challenge	is	to	keep	
younger	people	productive	enough	in	farming	in	the	hills,	otherwise	it’s	all	going	to	break	
down.	You’ve	got	to	have	the	hills	populated	with	enough	people	to	look	after	it,	but	
productive	enough	that	you’re	making	enough	money	to	stay	there.’	
	
Patrick	believes	that	the	‘subsidy-driven	era’	has	driven	land	prices	up	and	made	it	harder	
for	young	people	to	get	into	farming,	and	has	encouraged	farmers	to	merge	one	farm	with	
another.	‘If	you’re	not	careful,’	says	Patrick,	‘you	end	up	with	a	ranch	type	system,	bigger	
than	farms	that	could	be	more	environmental.	I	would	say	the	most	environmental	farmers	
in	the	whole	system	are	the	medium	sized	farmers,	with	about	250,	300	acres,	with	moor	
rights,	farming	very	traditionally.’		

From	 me	 being	 a	
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awful	 lot;	 machinery’s	
probably	 quadrupled;	
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threefold,	 fourfold.	
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Patrick	and	John	talk	about	past	schemes	where	farmers	were	paid	per	head	of	sheep	and	
there	was	a	tendency	towards	over-grazing,	which	was	harmful	to	land	and	livestock.	John	is	
quite	clear	where	his	own	limits	lie:	‘You’ve	got	to	be	careful	you	don’t	over-graze	these	
hills,	because	that’d	be	detrimental	to	your	sheep.	If	you’re	farming	sheep	well,	you	tend	to	
be	farming	quite	environmentally	anyway.	And	to	take	all	grazing	animals	off	hills	doesn’t	
necessarily	improve	it	as	an	environmental	place.’	Patrick	says	that	over	the	last	40	or	so	
years,	on	areas	that	have	had	grazing	removed,	he	has	seen	the	land	become	sterile.	‘All	it	
does	is	overgrows’.	
	
	‘There’s	 a	 fine	 line,’	 says	 John.	 ‘Common	 sense	 tells	 you:	 you	 don’t	 want	 thousands	 of	
sheep	on	a	moor.	You	need	your	sheep	to	do	well,	and	your	lambs	to	come	off	fat,	and	the	
wildlife	will	tend	to	do	well	because	you’ve	got	more	fertility	on	the	moor.	It’s	only	a	small	
bit	 of	 fertility,	 but	 that	 bit	makes	 quite	 a	 difference.	Wherever	 you	 have	 fertility	 will	 be	
where	the	wildlife	will	be.	With	no	sheep	there,	you	get	a	canopy	of	grass,	and	under	the	

canopy	there’s	nothing	living:	there’s	no	insects	for	the	birds’	
chicks	to	eat,	and	there	are	no	sheep	tracks	from	them	to	get	
on	 and	move	 to	 different	 places.	 And	 if	 there’s	 a	 really	wet	
period	 and	 there	 are	 no	 clear	 areas,	 they	 get	 cold	 and	wet.	
You	end	up	losing	birds,	not	gaining	them.’	
	
John	begins	to	talk	about	the	wider	context,	and	the	draw	for	
tourists	who	come	to	the	Yorkshire	Dales.	‘We	have	a	holiday	
cottage.	People	that	come	like	the	Dales	because	all	the	walls	
are	 up,	 they	 like	 to	 see	 the	 field	 barns,	 they	 like	 to	 see	 the	
nice	 green	 fields,	 and	 the	 contrast	between	 the	green	 fields	
and	 the	 moorland.	 That’s	 what	 they’re	 coming	 to	 the	
Yorkshire	Dales	for.	If	farmers	aren’t	able	to	sustain	the	farm	
and	keep	going,	then	all	of	that	will	be	lost	and	you’ll	end	up	
with	 depopulation	 –	 so	 the	 tourism	 industry	will	 suffer	 too,	
won’t	it?’	
	
‘What	 the	general	public	doesn’t	 realise,’	 John	continues,	 ‘is	

how	 many	 people	 are	 involved	 -	 not	 just	 farmers.	 There’s	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 employed	 by	
Trading	 Standards:	 everything	 that	 moves,	 livestock,	 has	 a	 licence,	 so	 there’s	 people	
processing	 them.	 A	 lot	 of	 people	 work	 for	 the	 RPA2	 -	 I	 think	 they	 outnumber	 farmers.	
There’s	cooks,	cleaners,	people	renting	cars	–	 it’s	a	massive	 industry	 living	off	 the	back	of	
agriculture.’	 And	 although	 farmers	 need	 sufficient	money,	 this	 isn’t	 the	major	 attraction.	
‘Most	farmers	don’t	farm	to	make	a	fortune:	they’re	either	in	it	cos	they	were	bred	in	it,	or	
they’re	in	it	because	they	love	it.	Or	they’re	in	it,	like	we	are,	for	pedigree	sheep.’	And,	like	
the	Blands,	most	farming	families	rely	on	a	second	income.	‘There’s	a	lot	of	families	that’ll	
do	cleaning,	or	bar	work,	says	Steph,	 ‘and	there	are	a	 lot	of	sons	contracting,	doing	other	
things,	or	working	at	the	auction,	and	yet	the	father’s	at	home,	most	of	the	time	–	you	just	
can’t	sustain	two	people.’	
	

																																																								
2	RPA:	Rural	Payments	Agency	
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For	the	Blands,	the	holiday	cottage	brings	in	a	second	wage.	With	this,	they	can	take	a	long-
term	view	as	they	plan	their	future,	but	things	are	not	certain.	I	ask	John	how	he	imagines	
farming	in	the	Yorkshire	Dales	in	15	or	20	years’	time.	‘If	I	were	to	second	guess,	I	would	say	
we’re	going	 to	have	 to	be	 supported	 in	 some	way.	 I	 can’t	 see	 food	production	 increasing	
from	where	we	are	to	being	enough	to	keep	you	here,	in	fifteen	years’	time.	It	makes	you	
worry	for	the	pedigree	side	of	things,	that	there’ll	not	be	the	money	about.	But	I	do	think,	so	
long	as	farming	keeps	going	and	is	sustainable,	there’ll	be	young	people	keen	to	go	into	it.’		
	
Steph	is	concerned	about	the	price	of	food.	‘Cheap	imports	are	not	going	to	help	this	area.	
They’re	only	going	to	make	it	harder	for	us	to	look	after	it	the	way	it	is.	Buy	local,	buy	from	
your	local	butchers.	There’s	been	a	lot	of	cooking	programmes	on	TV	and	we’ve	had	a	big	
push	on	sourcing	your	food,	and	understanding	where	it	comes	from.	I	really	don’t	think	a	
lot	of	people	do.	They’re	trying	to	find	cheap	food,	and	spending	money	on	phones	and	TVs.	
We	all	want	all	this	stuff	don’t	we,	and	food	has	become	like	fast	food	hasn’t	it?’	

	
The	biggest	challenge,	John	says,	is	not	being	able	to	
predict	what	lies	ahead.	‘Uncertainty	all	the	time.	If	you	go	
to	the	bank	now,	they’re	slightly	closed	on	new	ideas	
because	nobody	knows	what’s	going	to	happen.	We	don’t	
have	an	agricultural	policy	that	is	lasting	any	length	of	time.	
People	making	decisions	on	farming	policy	aren’t	farmers,	
have	never	been	farmers:	some	of	it’s	scientific,	some	of	
it’s	government-led.	It’s	not	necessarily	the	right	thing	for	
the	land	or	for	agriculture.	We	should	have	a	vision	to	look	
into	the	future	for	about	twenty	years.	Five	years	is	too	
reactive.	If	you	go	to	a	bank	with	a	five-year	plan,	it’s	not	
very	long	is	it?’	
	

These	concerns	are	not	uncommon.	We	talk	for	a	while	about	such	uncertainty	but	before	
long	come	back	to	the	quality	of	the	sheep,	the	Swaledales	that	have	won	prizes	(one	of	the	
kitchen	walls	is	covered	with	photographs	of	sheep	with	rosettes),	and	what	it	is	that	makes	
farming	enjoyable.	‘It	is	a	nice	lifestyle,’	says	John,	‘It’s	hard	work,	you	work	for	yourself,	you	
work	long	hours,	but	you’re	quite	happy	with	that.	As	long	as	you’re	doing	something	you	
love	and	you’re	getting	some	reward.’	The	Blands	moved	here	from	Derbyshire	because	
they	love	the	Dales,	and	they	wanted	to	bring	their	children	up	here.	It’s	clear	they	have	all	
settled	well,	and	for	them,	this	is	home.	‘Being	here,	it	makes	you	feel	proud	and	
responsible.	It’s	a	bit	of	the	Yorkshire	Dales	that	we’re	looking	after.	It’s	a	nice	feeling.’	
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we’re	looking	after.	It’s	a	nice	feeling.	


