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Two weeks ago we went on a walk around the farm to see how much ice was still on the ponds.  Since 
our cattle and sheep haven’t ever been in the paddock that we call the ‘living barn’ we didn’t want to 
move them there while the pond is frozen.  We thought there would be a possibility that they would 
walk on the pond and the ice would crack under their weight. 
 
We debated what to do then contacted a livestock specialist at Cornell Cooperative Extension in Saint 
Lawrence County, all the while wondering if we were being overly cautious.  The Agent said that she 
has seen instances of cattle ‘horsing around’ on frozen ponds and then as the ice cracked, they fell in.  
We are now planning to install semi-temporary fencing around the pond in the living barn to protect the 
animals in the winter months.  Trying to rescue a 1,000 lb animal in freezing temperatures from an icy 
pond with a muddy bottom is not something we want to contemplate.  In keeping with these types of 
considerations we have adopted the industrial-era motto ‘Safety First!’  It applies to humans and animals 
alike. 
 
In 2012 our local Cornell Cooperative Agent who specializes in livestock, grazing and silvopasturing – a 
subject in itself - worked with us to develop the 7-acre living barn, which is a stand of naturally-
occurring white pines.  We learned early on that sheep do not necessarily need a barn in the winter but 
they do need protection from the wind and driving rains.  The pines will provide a wind break without 
exposing the sheep to pathogens, disease and illness, such as pneumonia, due to a lack of ventilation 
often encountered in barns.  The protected outdoor space will also allow for the sheep manure to be 
distributed over many acres, minimizing the hotbed of parasites and infectious agents as the manure 
dries out and breaks down into the soil. 
 
In addition to making sure the animals will be safe around the frozen pond we will need to prune some 
of the lower boughs of the pines so that the animals can travel freely through their winter home.  The 
Highland cattle will assist with this as they enjoy eating the green boughs of the pine trees.  They 
frequently break off the branches to munch on the pine needles, which are thought to have medicinal 
effects on ruminants. 
 
Up until twenty years ago the living barn, as well as the rest of our 127 acres, was sheep pasture.  After 
the sheep were gone the pines were allowed to grow, developing into a very thick stand.  Looking at old 
aerial photos of the property the sheep pastures can be detected by tracing the outlines of the thick 
hedgerows.  The hedgerows are still present but the pastures have filled in with brush and trees at a rapid 
rate.  As we walk the property we have discovered the old sheep fencing – woven wire and fence posts -
as well as artifacts such as scythes, the occasional wagon wheel, gigantic draft horse shoes and car doors 
from the 1920s.  It’s easy to drift off imagining the lives of the people and animals who occupied the 
land before us. 
 
The realities of farming in the 21st century provide us with many motivating factors that led us to 
developing the living barn.   Buildings are expensive to construct, costly to maintain and our property 



	  

taxes would rise significantly if we built a barn large enough to house several hundred ewes and their 
lambs.  Taxes on farm structures are such that farmers pay more if they maintain their buildings and less 
if they let them fall apart.  This is a well-known conundrum for the farming community.  As farming 
becomes a less viable occupation for families and property taxes increase, the demise of many beautiful 
barns and farm structures throughout the countryside has accelerated.  Although there used to be grant 
monies available to restore old barns in our area that is no longer the case.  Considering all of this it was, 
as they say, a no-brainer.  Managing our natural resources is our best bet for housing a healthy flock in 
an economically viable manner. 
 
During our trek through the newly fenced living barn we discovered an extraordinary number and type 
of tracks left by the creatures who already occupy the stand of pines.  Some we could identify and others 
were a mystery.  Identifying animal tracks is not something we have focused on but is worth learning.  It 
would be interesting to understand how the introduction of the sheep to the living barn will affect the 
animals who naturally inhabit this area.  Below are a few images of the tracks we found, remnants of the 
old sheep fence and part of a farm implement, through which a pine tree grew up. 
 

 
Tracks of various animals through the living barn 
 
The farm is a source of endless fascination.  In the spring, when it really arrives, I will photograph the 
old furrows in the north-eastern pasture along with the plows that were left in the nearby field to rust – 
more evidence in the unwritten history of farming on Jennings Road that I so love to investigate! 



	  

 
Tracks of a raccoon? 
 

 
Old sheep fence           Remnant of farm implement embedded in white pine  Barbed wire embedded in tree 
 
 


