A story about my old 4-H ewe, Baba, written for a high school Creative Writing class.
BABA

Watching Baba stump toward the feed grounds like an old soldier, her belly swaying like her shocks are shot, I chuckle at the years she and I have shared.  Eight, to be exact; and I’ve shown her at the State Fair for every one of those years.    

Because most show judges train on college livestock teams, they have an eye for ramped-up, slick-shorn club lambs with miles of stretch; but they rarely know what to make of low-slung wool-bags like Baba.  Conversely, Baba has no tolerance for any highfaluting show ring malarkey.  She grumps at anyone who gets pushy.  If I ever tried to brace her like the show jocks do to make her leg muscles pop, her sunny cooperation would transform into pouting resistance, and if I stretched her neck to tighten her loin muscles, she would launch a full-blown tantrum. What would be the point anyway?  Nobody cares about mutton bulges.  Thus, through the years, I have always maintained a light touch, just squaring her legs when we line up and keeping a casual hold on her head.  Of course, we have no hope of winning the big silver buckles so coveted by show circuit trophy hunters; we enter showmanship classes only for fun.

This year, however, the judge was different.  He was respectful of Baba’s luxuriant fleece and he liked her natural stance.  He recognized her sags for what they were, a record of lifetime maternal productivity.  When he asked us to line up at the fence and show our sheep to the audience, Baba relaxed, resting her head against my hand and chewing her cud.  The judge was delighted, saying that she was the most comfortable sheep in the class.  For the Grand Championship, the judge selected a grain slick, Nebraska-bred lamb shown with polish and intensity, but Baba and I earned the Reserve award, giving us a chance to compete at the next level. 
At this next stage, the Round Robin, Baba was complacent while the two of us were teamed up.  However, when all of the competing showmen switched animals, the Grand sheep showman tried to make Baba brace.  Well, Baba didn’t think much of that! She spied Mom’s familiar figure on the sidelines, pulled backwards, left her handler in the dust, and bee-lined toward Mom and her pocketful of apple treats.

And so the escapes began.  Although I was focused on showing each of the other animals, I was aware that my fellow competitors were having a little trouble with that old ewe.  As I showed one of the market hogs, I caught a glimpse of Baba ducking, dodging, and scuttling back to the pen where she had left her lambs.  As I tugged one of the steers around the ring, the announcer boomed, “There she goes again!” as Baba took off.  The crowd laughed.  As I switched to the second steer, a burly male showman tried to stretch Baba’s neck, hoping to achieve the beautiful, svelte look of market lambs. Instead of rearing and plunging forward like a typical high-strung lamb, Baba took a more practical approach.  She stopped, swerved away, and high-tailed it in the opposite direction, gleefully abandoning her handler. 


Members of the audience dropped any pretense of watching the competition and joined in the game, forming a barrier of out-stretched arms to keep Baba hemmed in.  She, however, was unfazed by such a clumsy approach.  Baba repeatedly wove through her would-be captors, sometimes heading for Mom, sometimes rejoining her lambs, and occasionally dashing toward the open barn doors.  No matter where Baba fled, she left her handlers flatfooted and empty-handed. 

*                             *                              *

Watching Baba nosing through the hay, selecting choice morsels, I wonder at those who think sheep are stupid, for I know that my old ewe had a rollicking good time as she humbled her handlers and made a comedy of the Round Robin competition.  Baba out-showed them all, earning a record for calculated resistance and determined escape, and besting the best showmen in the state.
