The following poem was written by Cecil Day Lewis (CBE), he was an Anglo-Irish poet, and the
Poet Laureate of the United Kingdom (1968 until his death in 1972). The Hyde Park sheepdog
trials attracted a great deal of attention. He is the father of Sir Daniel Day-Lewis, the actor.

Sheepdog Trials in Hyde Park

A shepherd stands at one end of the arena.

Five sheep are unpenned at the other. His dog runs out

In a curve to behind them, fetches them straight to the shepherd,
Then drives the flock round a triangular course

Through a couple of gates and back to his master: two

Must be sorted there from the flock, then all five penned.
Gathering, driving away, shedding and penning

Are the plain words for the miraculous game.

An abstract game. What can the sheepdog make of such
Simplified terrain?—no hills, dales, bogs, walls, tracks,
Only a quarter-mile plain of grass, dumb crowds

Like crowds on hoardings around it, and behind them
Traffic or mounds of lovers and children playing.

Well, the dog is no landscape-fancier: his whole concern
Is with his master's whistle, and of course

With the flock—sheep are sheep anywhere for him.

The sheep are the chanciest element. Why, for instance,

Go through this gate when there's on either side of it

No wall or hedge but huge and viable space?

Why not eat the grass instead of being pushed around it?

Like a blob of quicksilver on a tilting board

The flock erratically runs, dithers, breaks up,

Is reassembled: their ruling idea is the dog;

And behind the dog, though they know it not yet, is a shepherd.

The shepherd knows that time is of the essence
But haste calamitous. Between dog and sheep
There is always an ideal distance, a perfect angle;
But these are constantly varying, so the man

Should anticipate each move through the dog, his medium.
Courtesy of the ISDS Sheepdog Archive/HLF Project

Written up by Kim Gibson 1


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglo-Irish_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poet_Laureate_of_the_United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daniel_Day-Lewis

The shepherd is the brain behind the dog's brain,
But his control of dog, like dog's of sheep,
Is never absolute—that's the beauty of it.

For beautiful it is. The guided missiles,

The black-and-white angels follow each quirk and jink of
The evasive sheep, play grandmother's-steps behind them,
Freeze to the ground, or leap to head off a straggler
Almost before it knows that it wants to stray,

As if radar-controlled. But they are not machines—

You can feel them feeling mastery, doubt, chagrin:
Machines don't frolic when their job is done.

What's needfully done in the solitude of sheep-runs—
Those rough, real tasks become this stylized game,
A demonstration of intuitive wit

Kept natural by the saving grace of error.

To lift, to fetch, to drive, to shed, to pen

Are acts I recognize, with all they mean

Of shepherding the unruly, for a kind of

Controlled woolgathering is my work too.

[Ref: Cecil Day Lewis, The Complete Poems of C. Day Lewis, Stanford
University Press, 1996].
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