Counting Sheep 

      By Dan McGrath






One night,  I stupidly drank too much coffee before bed. Of course, I had trouble sleeping. Counting sheep seemed like a good idea. I rolled over and started to think about what a guy in a movie had said. About someone being so cool that sheep counted him. What a novel idea. Sheep. Counting us. 

That’s when I started really thinking. Sheep can’t count, can they? Maybe they can. I am not talking about serious number crunching here. But they do have a low-grade intelligence that allows them to walk and talk (sheep talk). Sheep can at least count to five or maybe even ten. Anything with that much time on their hands (hooves) has to be able to count. Because of this, I feel that they deserve more respect from us humans.

Think about it for a second before you close your mind to the idea. How can they tell each other apart? They should at least be able to do that. Dogs seem to be able to, and we know that they are at least trainable to do small repetitive tasks. Most other tasks should be left to the higher orders of species. The higher ordered animals are chimps, dolphins, killer whales, animals, and humans. It is up to us humans to help and preserve a more peaceful way of life for the lower ordered species animals. We have too much of a tactical advantage over the lower orders. We are on the top of the heap of thinking animals and we should begin to act like it. We rule the surface of this planet with an iron hand. Too often we think only about ourselves. Not about the impact we have on so called “dumb” animals. They can’t tell us that what we do upsets them time and again. Seldom do we treat lower beings with the respect and care that we could and should. Our wanton killing and destroying of their habitats is vast. The prison-like work camps for cows and chickens would make you sick to think about treating a cute little bunch of puppies the same way. Ok, forget chickens; they’re stupid and ugly. On second thought, so are cows; screw them too. Let’s get back to sheep.

 If you were to ask a sheep how many apples he saw before him he would probably ignore you and just eat the apples. Who can blame him? Apples are really tasty. Let’s play a little game that I call “pretend”. Let’s pretend that we can communicate with sheep for the moment. Using our imaginations should not be too hard since we are the more evolved species here. We can use abstract thought as our tool. It might even be fun. Watch and learn.

“Sheep, may I call you Joe?” I’d ask.

“Baa,” he’d reply.

“Good, Joe, how many apples do you see before you?” 

“I see five apples,” Joe would reply. (Assume there really are five apples there.)

“Very good, Joe. Now what would happen if I took one apple away?” 

“I see five apples,” Joe would reply again, not understanding the question that I had just posed to him. Now, I toss one of the apples to Joe, and he eats it.

“Joe, how many apples do you see in front of you?” 

“I see four apples,” he says, as he chews noisily. 

Now I go over and spin Joe around so he is facing away from the apples. This time I will ask him a slightly different question.

“Joe, how many apples are behind you? And, don’t look behind you.”

“I see no apples. Where are the apples?” He says excitedly. He spins around and starts to eat the other test apples.

Oh well, the test was basically over anyway. Sheep can count, not very well, not very high, but they can. I posed another question to Joe there at the end, the one about thinking about what was behind him. He freaked out, spun around and ate all the apples. Almost predictably, his behaviors showed us that he knew where the apples were. But he never answered how many apples he thought were behind him. We can reasonably assume that he did not know how many would be back there. Just that he hoped that they would be there when he turned around so he could eat them.

Math is a universal concept. The very presence of math is in every living organism, from a flower, to a blue whale, to the Great Barrier Reef in lovely Australia. Simple math is easy to do even if you don’t truly understand what you are doing. Mice can run through mazes time after time in small, controlled experiments. Chickens have been shown to understand the usefulness of repetitive exercises to get food. But sheep haven’t been studied enough. What we do know is that they do have feelings. They would know when there are no apples when there used to be four or five. Therefore, sheep would notice when other sheep begin to disappear. 

I implore you to think about their current situation. They live in herds, which is natural behavior. But that is about where it stops. When was the last time you saw a herd of sheep running wild somewhere? Probably never I’m inclined to presume. We keep them penned up. We shear their wool off and, eventually, turn them into lamb chops. I would guess that they do not like this. They are happy to get fed and to walk around with their kind. Shearing them may cause them little stress, and it is beneficial to us for clothing. Now, that is a reasonable enough argument to exploit them. But if you ever get the chance to watch a slaughterhouse in action, you may think differently about their plight.

Our credibility has really gone off the deep end in the animal kingdom. The massive destruction of natural resources is deplorable. The overpopulation of the planet needs to be addressed. We seem to have a blatant disregard of all the other species on this planet. We cage them and experiment on them. All for better cosmetic products. We clone them, in the name of science. Did we ask them first? No.

 Dolly, the sheep, is the pinnacle of our genetic experimental society. Did Dolly realize that there was more of her out there? I wonder if she counted the sheep that looked exactly like her. Whether she knew it or not, it was truly a great day for science. Although, according to Dolly, it might not have been.

I am all for wearing wool jackets to keep warm. But we do have synthetic materials that are far warmer, water repellent, and less smelly. I have even eaten lamb and actually liked it. But again we have other means for food sources. These things are what actually makes us “advanced” beings. We need to speak out for the ones that can’t. We must try and understand that what we do to them for what little we get back is not enough.

What is so important that we can justify mistreatment of thousands of animals every year? Can we justify that mistreatment for the sake of medical advance? Maybe. But, food, cosmetics, and product testing on virtually everything made in the United States and abroad is unconscionable.

By showing you that a sheep can count I am trying to prove that a sheep deserves a little more respect and care. We can’t continue treating them so cruelly for just a little meat and fur. Sheep can count. They don’t know how to use calculators, but they know when their numbers begin to dwindle. They know when it’s their turn. 

I applaud all who have taken steps towards stopping the mistreatment of animals. This includes the manufacturers who have stopped animal testing of their products. We all need to include ourselves in this one. If even one of us doesn’t involve ourselves in helping animals, we will all lose this fight. We can afford to lose a little convenience for the sake of animal rights. We can’t afford to lose more innocent animals. Even the ugly ones. It’s time to decide which side of the fence to be on.

The Lord is my Shepard, I shall not want

He maketh me down to lie

Through pastures green, He leadeth me, the silent waters by

With bright knives he releaseth my soul

He maketh me to hang on hooks in high places

He converteth me to lamb cutlets

For lo, He hath great power and great hunger

When cometh the day we lowly ones

Through quiet reflection and great dedication

Master the art of karate

Lo, we rise up

And then we’ll make the bugger’s eyes water






Excerpt from Pink Floyd’s  “Sheep” 1977


Or,

1 tablespoon olive oil 

1 1/2 pounds lamb stew meat 

1 large onion, chopped 

2 pounds fresh green beans, washed and trimmed 

1 (15 ounce) can tomato sauce 

1 cup water 

salt and pepper to taste 

2 teaspoons chopped fresh mint leaves 

 Directions 

1    Heat oil in a large skillet over medium high heat. Add lamb and onion and cook until meat is browned; stir in beans and cook for about 10 minutes, stirring occasionally. 

2    Stir in tomato sauce, water, salt, pepper and mint. Reduce heat to low, cover and simmer for about 1 hour or until cooked through and beans are tender.
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