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ONE


Making a Start







Pedigree and Commercial Options – Where to Seek Advice – Buying from Auctions and Private Flocks – Important Conformation Points – Buying Proven Breeding Stock – What to Look for in Sheep Dentition – Lambs for the Butcher or the Breeder





Selecting a breed is not always the first consideration for the new, small-scale sheep keeper. It is more than likely that the breed has selected him or her! How many times have we heard stories of those who have become totally captivated by a particular breed? It is often the sheep that prompts the move to the house with a few acres and not the house that prompts the purchase of the sheep. So, for some newcomers to sheep keeping, this chapter may serve as a reference to the main British breeds including those classified as ‘rare’ as well as the most popular commercial crosses and Half-breds. For those already smitten by a particular breed, this chapter may inspire a ‘second string’; for those yet to start their own flock it will hopefully act as a guide and enable them to compile a short list of those breeds most suited to individual circumstances and experience.


Once a sheep addict always a sheep addict, and for those of us who admire a whole host of breeds it can be very difficult not to end up with a ‘collection’ of sheep. This is not to be recommended; it can lead to disappointment and disaster borne of self-inflicted complicated management as the shepherd strives to meet the specific needs of a mixed flock.


My advice would be to select one breed and commit yourself wholeheartedly to it. Running two breeds on a small scale does add a measure of problems, particularly at tupping, but for those who have split loyalties or who simply thrive on variety, go for it, but be prepared to rein back quickly if you feel you are over-committed.


For those about to embark on keeping pedigree sheep as a new venture and with no fixed ideas about breeds, it is advisable to visit at least one of the major agricultural shows and see a comprehensive parade of the very best of British sheep. If you are so far down the road to becoming a sheep keeper that you follow this piece of advice, your visit to the show must be tempered with caution. Remember that sheep on show are, for the most part, the result of week after week of careful preparation and feeding and many hours of skilful trimming. The sheep you see in the ring are in their best bib and tucker; show sheep are often a far cry from the way these breeds look at home in their working clothes. When a breed does take your fancy, go and talk to one of the exhibitors at the show. You will find sheep breeders very tolerant of newcomers and if they feel your circumstances – in terms of acreage, time available and experience – are not suited to their particular breed they will tell you so; then it is back to the drawing-board. Hopefully, by the time you have read this chapter and weighed up the pros and cons of all the breeds, you will have a broad grasp of those most likely to suit your situation.


Do not go for glamour to start with. Some breeds could charm the cheque-books out of buyers’ pockets but remember that the most eye-catching sheep are probably, though not always, those which demand the most attention. Spend time visiting flocks; breeders are usually only too pleased to show off their stock at home; and remember that ‘home’ is where you will see sheep in their natural surroundings and where you can most effectively evaluate their suitability for your own few acres.


Before deciding on a breed, it is appropriate to look at where to buy your sheep. Autumn is the main auction season for both pedigree and commercial sheep sales, although by mid-July some pedigree breeds are already well under way with their main events. The autumn season gives buyers the chance to buy females after lambs have been weaned but also to buy gimmer (female) lambs born that year. Rams will also be on offer, but more of that later. It has also become popular in recent years to stage sales of pedigree in-lamb ewes during the winter months. Breeds like the Suffolk, Texel, Charollais and Hampshire Down now hold such sales. These are a good way for newcomers to buy in sheep already mated and certified ‘in-lamb’, but I would strongly recommend any newcomer taking this route to establishing a flock from scratch to seek the advice of an experienced shepherd. Unless you feel totally confident, it is always useful to invite someone experienced to any sale from which you intend to buy sheep.


All sales bearing the word ‘official’ in their title are run by the relevant breed society, which means that all sheep on offer will be vetted and inspected on arrival at the sale. Any found to have serious conformation faults – particularly important when buying rams – are rejected and not allowed to be sold.


Most of these events will be advertised in the farming press, in such journals as Farmers Weekly and Farmers Guardian, but each breed society will be able to inform you of the dates and venues. A full list of all breed societies can be obtained from the National Sheep Association. Buyers do have a degree of protection afforded by the auction system and there is no doubt that competitive bidding is guaranteed to make the adrenalin flow.


Sad to say, in the heat of the moment and at the mercy of very adept auctioneers, the thrill of a bidding battle can all too often turn the most cautious purchaser into a reckless buyer. Securing new stock at auction is great fun but it can cost dear. Buying privately from a reputable breeder is probably the most sensible way to start and it can often save you the trouble of buying a ram in your first year. Most breeders selling females privately in the autumn will agree to mate them within their own flock; when you take delivery several weeks later you will already be well on the way to your own first crop of lambs. The advantage here, apart from the initial saving in the cost of buying a ram, is that the ewes will be mated to a ram that the breeder feels is best suited to their bloodlines.


By the time you come to buy a ram, which may well be the following year, you will have had almost a year’s experience and should feel more confident about taking the important step of buying your first flock sire. Remember that a ram may only be one sheep but he is in effect half the flock.




*





If you have opted to run a small flock of commercial sheep – say, North of England Mules, Welsh Mules or some of the continental crosses – there are plenty of sheep for sale at any time of the year. The North of England Mule – a cross between the Blue-faced Leicester and the Swaledale – is the most popular commercial breeding ewe in the UK. Hundreds of thousands of North of England Mules are sold each autumn at special sales but local markets and special sheep fairs will also provide a wide source of stock covering a range of commercial types suitable for the newcomer to sheep keeping.


Commercial ewes will cost you a lot less then pedigree animals, are easily managed and usually trouble free at lambing because over generations they have proved to be a profitable enterprise when run in large numbers. Recent years have seen some new crosses emerge on the farming scene as enterprising flockmasters have tried to come up with a new ‘ideal’ commercial ewe. Most have failed to meet the needs of modern flock management because commercial ewes not only have to be able to produce a good lamb for the butcher but also have to lamb easily, produce strong lambs, milk well, have good feet and a vigorous constitution. Many of the new crosses have failed in one or more of these qualities and the old favourites like the North of England Mules, the Welsh Mule, the Scotch Half-bred, the Suffolk-cross and the Welsh Half-bred still retain a major slice of the commercial ewe market in the UK. We shall look at the breeding make-up of these Mules and Half-breds in the chapter on sheep breeds.


There will of course be those new sheep keepers who want to start off with a ready-made family and there is plenty of opportunity to buy commercial ewes with lambs at foot in the spring from special sales at auction marts or direct from farmers who advertise their stock for sale. Many people have no aspirations to breed pedigree stock and are satisfied if they produce a good crop of commercial lambs for the butcher. Not all pedigree sheep end up as prize-winners and inevitably some of the also-rans will end up on the hook.


But those who opt for a pedigree flock add an extra dimension to their livestock interest; the level of stockmanship is much higher and the flock will cost more to establish, but the chance of breeding a champion, and possibly selling it for a good price, is the driving force behind pedigree breeding.


What to Look for When Buying Your Sheep


Every breed of sheep has its own individual characteristics. The breed points of the Southdown are a world apart from those of the Swaledale but they are both breeds of sheep and that means there are certain basic standards of conformation that apply. No matter where or how you buy your sheep you should always ensure that the animals you are looking at fulfil the essential conformation criteria that have nothing to do with breed points. Teeth, for instance, are a very important part of any sheep. You may be offered what appear to be wonderful sheep but if they are ‘wrong in the mouth’ you should avoid them. Not only will this shortcoming affect their own long-term ability to thrive, but they are likely to pass the fault on to their offspring. While this is not critical in commercial sheep bred for the butcher, it is a very important consideration if you are producing pedigree stock. There is nothing more frustrating than breeding a really good sheep only to find that its mouth is faulty. So, what should we look for in a sheep’s mouth? You will hear a lot of talk about the ‘pad’. This is the gum which forms the upper part of the sheep’s mouth and it is essential that the incisor teeth of the lower jaw meet the pad ‘level’. A sheep whose teeth jut outwards from the pad is classed as ‘overshot’ and where the teeth are slanted ‘inwards’ is termed ‘undershot’.


With experience, you will learn to feel for faults in a sheep’s mouth simply by taking hold of the animal’s chin and gently inserting a thumb to feel for the way the teeth are lying. Once proficient at this method of assessment, you can use it as one of the most unobtrusive ways of checking a sheep’s mouth; something that can be useful when wanting to make a discreet check of pedigree stock over which you have a doubt.


The term ‘broken mouth’ is widely used in sheep circles and denotes animals whose teeth have started to deteriorate, most probably having already lost some of their incisors. Most sheep will retain their incisor teeth until they are at least five years old, so checking dentition is a good way of determining a sheep’s age.
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Figure 1. Undershot jaw (top), overshot jaw (bottom)








Good conformation refers to the way a sheep is put together and there are certain basic faults to watch for. A sheep should stand four-square on straight legs and should move freely, both fore and aft, without any appearance of ‘pinning’. This term refers to a turning-in of the legs during movement and although it occurs most commonly in hind movement it can often be a fault in the front action; too many show judges of sheep fail to study front movement as closely as they should and poor front movement is just as serious as incorrect movement behind. The pastern, the lower part of the leg, should be straight and not bent or apparently weak. The leg and pastern should be at right angles to the ground, ensuring that the animal is sound and able to carry its body weight correctly. Weak pasterns, on either front or rear legs, should be closely watched for. A sheep should have healthy feet, free from any signs of disease, and good bone too, which signifies that the animal is well reared and healthy and unlikely to show a weakness in its limbs. Shoulders should be strong and wide and not sharp and bony or A-shaped. If you are buying pedigree sheep, watch out for ‘slackness’ behind the shoulder; this manifests itself as a dip which occurs just behind the shoulder blade and distorts the appearance of the sheep and destroys the all important level topline. A good sheep has length and well sprung ribs which suggest that ‘all within’ in terms of room for heart and lungs is adequate to sustain a good constitution. Always make sure that your potential purchases appear healthy and vigorous, bright-eyed and alert. There are of course specific checks that you should undertake, depending on what type of sheep you are buying. If you are selecting a ram for breeding it is obvious that his testicles should be of a good size and firm when handled; you would be quite in order to ask the owner if you can inspect the ram’s penis and sheath to ensure there are no problems in this all-important part of his anatomy. Take particular care to check a ram’s mouth and remember that while you do not want an aggressive ram, particularly if he may come into contact with children, a ram that shows some spirit is only displaying the very thing you want – dominant maleness. A good-looking ram may look great in the pen at the sale but if he is a lazy worker he will cause you to have a delayed lambing-time. The ram with an outward show of dominance and presence will put that side of his nature to work with your ewes and will ensure that no one misses out on his attentions.


If you are buying mature ewes that have already suckled lambs pay close attention to udders. Any hint of lumpiness or other problem should be avoided. Whether you are buying privately or at a sale always check if the animals have received any routine vaccinations, when they were last treated for worms and when they were most recently dipped. No matter how long you are involved in sheep keeping, you will never forget your first ewes. You may well end up making a few mistakes but invaluable lessons will be learned on the road to becoming a proficient shepherd.
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Choosing a Breed







The First British Sheep – Robert Bakewell’s Influence – Terminology Explained – Mountain and Hill Breeds – Shortwool Down Breeds – Shortwool Breeds – Longwool Breeds – Rare Breeds – Half-breds, Mules and Hybrids





The start of sheep keeping in Britain may be traced back 2,000 years to the time of the Romans. They introduced medium-woolled sheep carrying white fleeces, possibly with some Merino influence, but undoubtedly carrying breeding from native Asiatic breeds. When the Romans arrived in Britain in 55BC, the only native sheep were similar in type to the small Soay which had evolved in Scandinavia. The white-woolled sheep and the Soays interbred and eventually produced a type capable of yielding high-quality fleeces. This led to the first exports of British wool which became highly prized for making robes and garments for emperors in Rome.


In the 1,000 years that followed, British sheep breeds evolved into distinctive types and the great abbey estates of the Middle Ages were particularly influential during this period, many probably keeping sheep not unlike the Ryeland breed of today. By the eighteenth century, a more informed outlook was required to meet the growing need for food and it was Derbyshire farmer Robert Bakewell whose dedication and experience formed the bedrock of today’s pedigree and commercial sheep industry.


Although concerned with pedigree breeding of all farm livestock, it was from a starting-point with Leicester Longwool sheep that Bakewell made his most significant contribution to British agriculture. His improvement programme, initially producing the Dishley Leicester and later the New Leicester, achieved improved growth rates through careful selection. Many breeds benefited from this pioneering breeder, whose work led to the creation of the Border Leicester and the Blue-faced Leicester, two major components in the development of post-war UK sheep production. Other breeds, like the Devon Longwool, Dartmoor and Wensleydale, also owe much of their present-day appearance to infusions of Dishley Leicester blood.


While Bakewell was busy in the north, another enthusiast had a vision of improvement for short-woolled breeds. John Ellman, from Glynde, near Lewes, Sussex, tackled the short-woolled heath breeds of the South Downs and emerged with a new breed, the Southdown. Widely acclaimed for its mutton, the Southdown was for many years a major influence in the production of sheep meat in the UK.


Today there are over sixty sheep breeds in the UK, including rare breeds and Half-breds. Many people ask why there needs to be so many, but regional sheep breeds have become established in all parts of the British Isles, each one evolving to thrive most efficiently in specific environments of climate and grazing.


Terminal sire breeds are those whose progeny are destined primarily for the butcher. The Suffolk, despite strong challenges from continental breeds, is still responsible for siring over 50 per cent of the prime lamb crop. Suffolk-sired lambs have a reputation for exceptionally high growth rates. The Texel from Holland and the Charollais from France have a keen following as terminal sires. Mules and Half-breds make up the bulk of lowland commercial sheep flocks, although there are still some pure-bred ‘non-pedigree’ ewe flocks run commercially, particularly in breeds like the Lleyn where inherent high lambing percentage and mothering ability does not need to be improved upon through the hybrid vigour of cross-breeding.


Hill flocks, in the main, are kept pure although there are still many Herdwick and Swaledale flocks in the Lake District where cross-breeding does take place. Scottish Blackface dominate in Scotland, Swaledales in the north of England and Welsh Mountain sheep in Wales. Just to confuse matters for the newcomer, many hill flocks do undertake some cross-breeding with a portion of the flock because the upland farms of the UK are the source of ‘Mule’ sheep, produced by using Blue-faced Leicester rams on hill ewes. The resultant female ‘Mules’ are then sold on to lowland farms to be crossed again with a terminal sire to produce a prime lamb for the butcher.


Recent years have seen several breeds arrive in the UK from Europe and there is no doubt that they have had a significant impact. So influential have they become that a separate section will be devoted to the ‘continentals’ in a later chapter.


The Native Breeds


Mountain or hill breeds


The grazing of millions of sheep on the hill and upland pastures of the UK over hundreds of years has had a major influence on the way this part of our landscape looks today. If your few acres are halfway up a mountain it is likely that your greatest success with sheep will come from keeping those breeds indigenous to that environment. But that is not to say that if you have lowland grazing in kinder climes that a hill breed will not thrive there. The indomitable Herdwick seems just as much at home on Skiddaw as it does in Kent – such is the versatility of our sheep breeds.


Swaledale


A truly hardy breed run in huge numbers in the north of England. The Swaledale is used to produce the North of England Mule by crossing with the Blue-faced Leicester.



Scottish Blackface



The epitome of Highland hill farming. This rugged breed is also used to produce the Scottish Mule by crossing with the Blue-faced Leicester.


Herdwick


A real ‘one-off’. Its Nordic ancestry oozes from its knowing eyes, white face and coarse grey fleece. This famous Lake District breed can live to a very old age. One of the hardiest of sheep breeds. Crosses well with terminal sire breeds to produce good prime lambs.



Rough Fell



Another striking breed hailing from the southern edge of the Lake District. Its coarse wool is favoured for carpet making.


Cheviot


Occurs as both North Country and South Country Cheviots, the former being larger. Both are hardy breeds and despite their classification in the hill section have better than average conformation and can produce extremely good prime lambs.



Welsh Mountain



Numerically the second largest of our hill breeds although the smallest in stature. Lives well on the thinnest of grazings and (along with the Beulah Speckled-faced) is crossed with the Blue-faced Leicester to produce the Welsh Mule.



Derbyshire Gritstone



Another larger type of hornless hill breed that thrives on the wet uplands of the Pennines. Has good conformation and a high-quality wool.


Shortwool Down breeds


This group contains the main breeds used as terminal sires. Selection over many years has produced high growth rate, and breeds such as the Suffolk and Hampshire Down are now involved in the performance-testing schemes to identify superior sires in an effort to improve potential even further.


Suffolk


The predominant terminal sire breed. Pedigree rams can achieve huge prices – 68,000 gns was paid for a ram lamb in 1995. Passes on high growth rate to its cross-bred progeny.



Hampshire Down



A breed increasing in popularity again. Woolly faced and very adaptable to varying grazing conditions. Hampshire Down lambs grow very quickly to twelve weeks and are ideal for early spring lamb production.



Oxford Down



A really big breed that has unfortunately fallen from favour as demand for large lamb carcasses has declined. Nevertheless, a sheep with great character that deserves more support.



Dorset Down



A breed renowned for its ability to breed out-of-season and produce high-quality prime lamb. Many Dorset-cross ewes are used commercially for this purpose.


Shortwools


Similar in many ways to the Shortwool Down sheep, this group has a number of truly individual breeds that have evolved to meet the requirements of flockmasters in a variety of regions.


Ryeland


A charming breed from Herefordshire with a history going back six centuries. Recently imported bloodlines from Australia have improved the breed, which produces top-quality lightweight prime lambs.



Wiltshire Horn



A ‘one-off’ breed which carries little or no wool. Despite that, it is a hardy breed.



Kerry Hill



A striking breed with its black-and-white face markings. A challenging breed to produce for the show ring but one that is most adaptable to hill and lowland management.


Clun


A fascinating breed from Shropshire and the Welsh Borders with its unusual ‘starey’ expression. Once widely used as the dam-breed to produce the English Half-bred by crossing with the Border Leicester.


Lleyn


A wonderful breed from the Lleyn Peninsula in North Wales, it is now becoming very popular even though it was once on the rare-breed list. Prolific, renowned for its trouble-free lambing and easy to manage, this breed looks like becoming a major force in the British sheep industry.


Longwools


Hornless and with their roots in the most productive arable areas of England, the Longwools are large sheep carrying heavy fleeces. Lambs tend to be later maturing but these are some of the most attractive of all native sheep breeds.


Wensleydale


A large and impressive Yorkshire breed with a blue head. When in full wool they are one of the most attractive of all sheep, carrying a fleece weight of up to 4.5 kg and with an exceptionally long staple. Black Wensleydale sheep now have a strong following.


Teeswater


Similar in type to the Wensleydale and hailing from neighbouring Co. Durham. Now classified as a rare breed, though still used as the sire of the Masham by crossing with Dalesbred ewes.



Blue-faced Leicester



A phenomenon among sheep breeds. Used on over forty different pure-breds as a crossing sire to produce all varieties of Mule, though the North of England, Welsh and Scotch are the most popular. Its unusual appearance, Roman nose and crimped fleece have earned it an almost cult following.



Border Leicester



One of the most famous of British breeds with its large, erect ears, Roman nose and alert demeanour. The sire of the English, Scotch and Welsh Half-bred commercial ewe.



Romney Marsh



A breed with a long history on the marshlands of Kent. A big sheep, still popular in New Zealand, with a reputation for having a tough constitution.



Lincoln Longwool



The largest of British breeds and widely exported throughout the world. Its economic importance to UK sheep farming is now much reduced, but those who remain loyal to the breed extol its virtues for producing quality prime lambs. A ram fleece weight of 20 kg has been recorded.



Leicester Longwool



Often confused with the Lincoln Longwool, but this breed has ‘clean’ legs devoid of wool. Its curly and lustrous fleece can weigh up to 6 kg. A major influence on the British Longwool breeds through Bakewell’s work.


Rare breeds


The Rare Breeds Survival Trust has achieved much in saving so many of our endangered breeds of sheep. The rare breeds provide the small-scale sheep keeper with a wonderful opportunity not only to establish a flock of pedigree sheep at reasonable cost, but also to become involved in the long-term future of an invaluable sector of British livestock breeding. Newcomers to rare breeds often find it hard to understand why these breeds are so readily available and at such affordable prices if they are so rare. The answer is simply that the RBST has been so successful; but that is not to say that rare breeds are no longer ‘rare’. Numbers of many breeds are still very low compared with other mainstream breeds. Although the Hebridean now has its own breed society because its numbers have increased above the ‘danger’ threshold, there are still only about 1,500 Hebridean breeding ewes owned by around 100 UK breeders. To put that into context, one large hill farm in the Lake District or Scotland might run 3,000 commercial breeding ewes; so rare breeds may achieve a degree of independence but that is not to say they are no longer at risk.


The image many people have of rare breeds is that of the primitive types such as Boreray, Manx Loghtan or Soay, so it often comes as a surprise to learn that breeds like the Leicester Longwool, the Cotswold and the Wensleydale also have rare-breed status.


Hebridean


A black breed of great versatility. Easily managed and thrives on a wide variety of grazings.





Soay


The smallest of the primitives. Very active with attractive brown, chocolate or tan fleece colour. A tough little character hailing from the island of St Kilda.



Castlemilk Moorit



Its tan fleece and deer-like expression adds to the charm of this primitive sheep. A lot tougher than its delicate form suggests.



Manx Loghtan



The word Loghtan (pronounced lock-tan) means mouse-brown and describes the fleece colour of this popular primitive which can be either two-or four-horned.


Shetland


No longer considered rare, this is one of the success stories of the RBST. This breed’s soft fleece and varied colours make it very popular among smallholders and hand-spinners.


The Jacob


It is difficult to categorize this breed, but its popularity among small-scale sheep keepers earns it individual attention. The Jacob has a fascinating history and is believed to hail from the Middle East. Once a rare breed in the UK, it now has a huge following and in recent years has improved greatly in terms of conformation and overall quality. The Jacob, which can occur as two-horned, multi-horned and even polled (no horns), is not only one of the most attractive of British sheep breeds with its black-and-white fleece, but the ewes are prolific and milky, make great mothers and as a breed are extremely hardy. Although the breed has an active society and exhibiting Jacobs is very popular, this is far more than just a ‘pretty sheep’. Jacobs are a commercial proposition for the small-scale flockmaster who wants to keep attractive sheep in the paddock but still produce a good-quality prime lamb.
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