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Foreword


Sheep have provided man with food, drink and clothing for more than ten thousand years. When first domesticated in Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq, Turkey and Iran), these wild Mouflon sheep were much smaller than modern domestic breeds and covered in coarse coloured wool. The sheep slowly moved west into Western Europe and then on to the Americas (both North and South). Softer, whiter fleeces typically are more desirable and profitable. Many of the very early writers describe the process of selective breeding, which continues to this day to provide the consumer (and the sheep) with the best of everything.


Many cities in the British Isles and throughout Europe were built on the wealth that quality wool provided. Bradford in the north of England was once the centre of the international wool trade with its magnificent Yorkshire stone Wool Exchange, where deals worth millions of pounds were agreed and sealed with a shake of the hand. How things change!


A number of the ancient breeds are at risk of extinction, and were it not for the dedication of small breeders would disappear altogether. Typically, they are not commercially viable and are bred for the pleasure they give and speciality markets such as hand-felting and rug-weaving. The rare breeds and the upland sheep keep many of the inaccessible areas of our countryside under control, through conservation grazing.


I hope that this book adds to the pleasure of your rambles – walking is one of the best ways of keeping fit and healthy and enjoying the sights and sounds of the countryside. Please keep your pets under control, and remember that you are walking in someone’s work place, someone’s office!


Jack Byard, Bradford, 2019


NOTE: All weights, sizes and measurements in this book are averages based on breed records and the terrain in which the animals live.










1 Beulah Speckled Face


Characteristics


The breed is naturally polled (without horns).


Weight: ram 190 lb (86 kg), ewe 115 lb (52 kg).


Fleece weight: 13¾–5¾ lb (1.75–2.5 kg).
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This breed (full name Eppynt Hill Beulah Speckled Face) is most usually seen in its homeland of Wales, although it can be found elsewhere in the British Isles and Europe. The true origins of the breed are unknown, but these sheep have been grazing the hills of Wales for several hundred years and have adapted to the local environment. This is a hardy sheep, grazing on grasses and herbs at an altitude of 1,000–1,500 feet (305–450 metres), and is also in demand for conservation grazing.


The quality wool is used for tweed, fine flannel, hand-spinning, weaving and knitting. The coarser wool is used in rug- and carpet-making. The Beulah Speckled Face also produces quality lean meat. The breed is not known to be timid, and tends to ignore dogs, but if young lambs are present the ewe will attack the dog.










2 Black Welsh Mountain


Characteristics


The rams have impressive horns that curve around the ears, and the ewes are polled.


Weight: ram 143 lb (65 kg), ewe 100 lb (45 kg).


Fleece weight: 2½–5½ lb (1–2.5 kg).
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This is an ancient breed that was recorded in the Middle Ages when it was prized for its quality meat as well as its wool. It is the only black sheep breed in the UK, the tips of the fleece bleaching to a reddish brown in the sun. Around two hundred years ago in the mountain flock an occasional black lamb was born; from that time some shepherds decided to breed only black sheep, improving the fleece and the meat quality at the same time. The Black Welsh Mountain was recognized as a breed in 1922, and was exported to the USA in 1972.


This hardy, disease-resistant breed is quite able to take care of itself in its harsh living environment. The wool can be used in its natural colour or mixed with other fibres. It is used undyed for fine tweed; the wool produces a durable, light and warm cloth. The meat is also of excellent quality with a distinct flavour.
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