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This book is dedicated to Baasha and Baamadeus, two great sheep who have crossed the Rainbow Bridge — you are sadly missed, my woolly friends — and to my husband, John, who helps keep things running smoothly.






Preface


Baa-ram-ewe, baa-ram-ewe.


To your breed, your fleece, your clan be true.


Sheep be true. Baa-ram-ewe.


— The sheep’s password from the movie Babe (1995)


I came to sheep late in life, in 2002, after moving from east-central Minnesota to the Arkansas Ozarks. Friends in Minnesota kept sheep; I enjoyed working with them, but until our move I’d never owned any. Then I met Anita Messenger of Liberty Mountain Ranch in Bismarck, Arkansas. She knew of two old sheep who needed a home and I had a home that needed sheep. So it was that Dodger, a Hampshire, and Angel, a Wiltshire Horn cross, came to us.


I quickly became besotted with sheep. I wanted more, and I wanted to raise lambs. I began shopping for a breed and narrowed my choices to Karakuls, Scottish Blackface, and Cheviots. An Internet search led me to Linda Coats of Coats High Ridge Farm in Columbia, Missouri, who was dispersing her flock of Miniature Cheviots.


Correspondence ensued and with it came pictures. I fell in love with her middle-aged foundation ewe; a month later, Brighton Ridge Farms #59, a black, beautiful matron I renamed Baasha, joined Dodger and Angel, along with a black ram lamb I called Wolf Moon Finvarra (Abram to his friends). More little sheep followed: two of Baasha’s daughters and a granddaughter — and they all had lambs, beautiful lambs that stole my heart.


One day while filling the horse tanks I chanced to notice a scrap of wool snagged on the fence. At that moment, in a rush of emotion, I felt a deep connection with thousands of years of shepherds to whom wool and sheep meant life. Sheep fed and clothed ancient people. Sheep hides gave them leather and parchment. Sheep carried packs and pulled wagons. Their manure made fallow ground bloom. Women fashioned soap from sheep tallow, and sheep tallow candles lighted the night. Gut strings gave voice to musical instruments; sheep horns became shofars (wind instruments used to communicate battle and announce religious ceremonies).


Sheep no longer hold the central role in life they held before our modern world evolved; nonetheless, easy-to-care-for, affordable sheep still have much to offer. Consider the variety of wools available to fuel today’s handspinning and fiber art renaissance; the ultrarich, high-fat milk to craft fine cheese; the luscious lamb for meat eaters; and the reason for and means with which to train and trial herding dogs. Best of all, they are peerless small-farm pets ready and willing to entertain their owners with their beauty, personality, and joie de vivre.


Can you tell how much I love sheep?




Part One




Learning about Sheep
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Chapter 1




Sheep Throughout History




Sheepe doth both with his fleece apparrell us, and with his milke and wholesome flesh nourish us.


— Barnaby Googe, The Whole Art and Trade of Husbandry (1614)


The Navajo name for sheep, dibah, means “that by which we live,” but the Navajo are not unique in their dependence on sheep. Throughout recorded history sheep meant life to mankind. Even prior to domestication, wild sheep provided meat to sustain hunter societies and pelts to keep them warm. Sheep (along with their cousins, goats) were simple to domesticate, becoming part of the family soon after dogs were domesticated.






Why Sheep?


Sheep neatly fit the criteria for domestication as espoused by anthropologist Sir Francis Galton, cousin of Charles Darwin, in The First Steps towards the Domestication of Animals (a paper published in The Reader, Volume 2, December, 1863).


They are hardy. Their young survive if removed from their parents and raised by man. Wild neonatal lambs could be cornered and snatched and raised on human milk. That’s probably how domestication began.


Sheep that are raised by humans like people. Sheep society is based on a dominance hierarchy; sheep follow and defer to humans who raise them.


They prefer to live in close proximity to their own kind. You don’t need a lot of room to keep sheep.


Sheep breed freely in captivity. They are small and easy to take care of, reasonably easygoing, and versatile in their feeding habits. They flock together and can be tended by one or two individuals.







Sheepish Origins


While the exact ancestors of domestic sheep remain unknown, the Asian Mouflon (Ovis aries orientalis) is certainly involved. Five subspecies of Mouflon, a species that historically abounded throughout the areas where sheep were domesticated, share the same chromosome count (54) and DNA material as today’s domestic sheep.


Two to three thousand years before the birth of Christ, Neolithic farmers settled the isolated four-island archipelago we now call St. Kilda, located 41 miles (66 km) off the western coast of Scotland. They brought with them semi-wild sheep much like the Asian Mouflons from which domestic sheep descend.


They salted the least habitable of the four islands with their primitive sheep to better utilize the sparse grazing available in St. Kilda’s fierce, storm-swept climate. In this hostile environment, the little sheep thrived. (When Viking raiders visited in the seventh and eighth centuries CE, they named the island So-øy, meaning “Sheep Island” after the nimble, diminutive sheep dwelling there. )
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Asian Mouflon







Soay are (the plural of Soay is Soay) a living remnant of these early domesticated sheep. These lithe, lean, fine-boned, elfin animals are active, sure-footed, and nimble. They have coarse hair coats in lieu of obvious wool; short, skinny tails; and horns. They grow an incredibly soft undercoat of wool as winter approaches and shed it again in the spring, exactly in the manner of their wild ancestors.






Did Ewe Know?


Where the Wild Sheep Are


Today, true wild sheep populations occur in western North America (Bighorn Sheep), northern Canada and Alaska (Dall’s Sheep), Siberia (Snow Sheep), Afghanistan and Pakistan (Urial), eastern Asia (Argali), western Asia (Asian Mouflon), and Corsica and Sardinia (European Mouflon).


Most researchers, however, believe European Mouflon are the feral descendants of domesticated sheep taken to Europe by Neolithic Middle Eastern farmers around 7000 to 6000 BCE.
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Wild sheep occurred in shades of brown; most species have dark upper bodies and lighter bellies, a pattern that renders them as inconspicuous as possible when standing in full sunlight. Rams (males) have huge curved or twisted horns; in most species ewes (females) have horns, too. Their tails are shorter than those of domestic sheep.


The major difference, however, is their body coat: wild sheep grow coarse outer hair, not wool. In fact, wild sheep grow a precursor to wool; it’s the soft, downy winter undercoat that keeps them warm. Under domestication, early humans selected for more undercoat and less hair until today’s woolly sheep evolved.




Sheep, Sheep, Everywhere


Archaeozoologists routinely unearth bones from domesticated sheep at ruins as diverse as 11,000-year-old Zawi Chemi Shanidar in the foothills of the Zagros Mountains in northern Iraq; Suberde, a tiny Turkish village nestled in a mountain basin in southwestern Anatolia, occupied between 7400 and 7000 BCE; and Pre-Pottery Neolithic B Jericho, dating to 6800 BCE. We know domestication occurred in Asia Minor between 8,000 and 10,000 years ago, but not precisely when or where.


Within a few thousand years, domestic sheep had become shorter legged and smaller than their wild kin. Their tails grew longer while their horns grew shorter and their skulls shrank. New colors emerged, among them white sheep (a most desirable color because white wool readily accepts natural dyes). And, perhaps most significant in their symbiotic relationship to humans, they stopped shedding their increasingly longer and woollier coats. Longer fleeces could be shorn and thus harvested all at once, and they provided longer fiber that was more easily spun into yarn.


At first, women worked fleece by hand, rolling tufts of fleece along their thighs, adding more fiber as needed to create a length of yarn. Later, the drop spindle was developed. Stone and clay whorls (weights) from ancient drop spindles have been recovered at Middle Eastern sites dating to 5000 BCE. All processed wool was spun with some variation of the handheld spindle until the spinning wheel was invented in the thirteenth century CE. Spindles are still used throughout the world today.


Woolly, nonshedding sheep evolved early on. Archaeologists working a dig near Sarab, Iran (a site noted today for its geometric-patterned Persian wool rugs), unearthed a figurine of a woolly sheep carbon-dated to 4000 BCE. The Greek poet Homer wrote of the fine white wool produced in Thessaly, Arcadia, and Ithaca, while Pliny the Elder, writing in the first century CE, heaps praise on wool produced in the Greek coastal city of Tarentum.


But sheep meant more to ancient man than meat, pelts, and wool. A Mesopotamian clay tablet incised in 2000 BCE documents a farmer’s production of sheep’s milk, butter, and cheese; in addition, sheep hides were used for crafting parchment. The oldest surviving sheepskin parchment document is the Leviticus Scroll of the Dead Sea Scrolls, written between the second century BCE and the first century CE. The Codex Vaticanus and Codex Siniaticus, two surviving copies of the entire New Testament dating from the fourth century CE, are written on sheepskin parchment.




Sheep in Great Britain


Authorities believe that sheep came to Britain around 4000 to 3000 BCE as Neolithic farmers from Europe traveled across the English Channel. At the time of the Roman conquest in 43 CE, the weaving of woolen fabric was already well established in Britain.


According to the Doomsday Survey ordered by William I in 1086 to record England's assets and liabilities, there were more sheep in England than all other livestock species combined. Henry II fined British woolmen (workers who packed raw wool) for forming a craft guild in 1180 without gaining his prior approval. That guild evolved into the Worshipful Company of Woolmen, incorporated in 1522 and still in existence today.


William the Conqueror altered the course of Britain’s history in 1271 when he invited skilled Flemish weavers to immigrate and establish a textile industry in England. Then he placed an export tax on all wool shipped to Europe. This tax (“the Great Custom”) was the first of many enacted to control Britain’s immense wool trade. By 1300, there were an estimated 15 million sheep in the British Isles.


Wool was medieval England’s major export. Medieval abbeys produced wool on a staggering scale and grew rich through its sale. When Henry VIII issued the Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1537, however, the baton passed to wool merchants who organized the delivery of raw fleece to workers and collected the finished pieces, which they delivered to wool marketing centers such as London and Southampton.


By 1660, two-thirds of England’s foreign commerce involved textiles and wool. As wool merchants in the Cotswolds and East Anglia grew rich, they built lavish estates and donated funds that helped build some of the finest churches in the land; edifices that are still known as the “wool churches.”






Did Ewe Know?




A Mountain of Bones


In 2002, while working on a survey of ancient sites on Wiltshire’s Salisbury Plain, British archaeologist David McOmish discovered a 2,600-year-old ritual feasting area near present-day East Chisenbury. Established on the site of an even older abandoned settlement, it encompasses a hill comprising the bones of at least 500,000 sheep.









Ewe Said It




British Sheep Terminology


While most sheep terms, such as ewe, ram, and lamb, are the same in all English-speaking parts of the world, some are specific to given regions, for example Britain, where you may encounter these terms:


cade, poddy. A hand-reared orphan or bottle lamb


clags, clarts, dags. Manure hanging in fleece, particularly on the hindquarters


couples. Ewes with their lambs


draw lambs. Assist with lambing


flyblown. To suffer from fly strike (maggots in the flesh)


fold. A pen in which sheep are kept overnight to keep them safe from predators


gimmer, theave. A ewe lamb from weaning to first shearing


hog, hogg, hogget, hoggeral. A sheep of either sex between weaning and first shearing


mule. A hybrid produced by crossing sheep of two different breeds


shearling. A sheep of either sex between its first and second shearings


shornie. A recently shorn sheep


sucker. A suckling lamb


tup. A ram


tupping. The mating of sheep


wedder. A wether, a castrated male sheep


wigging. Trimming the fleece from around a sheep’s eyes to prevent wool blindness


yow. Regional colloquialism for ewe


And here are some surnames that come from the wool trade:




Bowker. Washed finished cloth


Card, Carder, Tozer, Towzer, Kemp, Kemper, Kempster. Pertaining to combing the wool


Chapman, Mercer. A wool merchant


Cropper, Foster, Shearman, Sherman. One who sheared sheep


Draper. One who prepared woolen cloth and sold it to the tailors


Dyer, Dexter, Lister. One who dyed the wool


Fuller, Walker, Welcker, Tuck, Tucker, Tuckerman. One who “fulled” (felted) wet, soapy cloth by trampling on it


Packer, Packman, Lane, Laney, Lanier. One who transported fleece and finished fabric


Shepherd, Sheply, Sheppey, Tupper. One who tended sheep


Stapler, Staples. One who purchased raw wool









Counting Sheep


Shepherds who lived in Britain prior to the Industrial Revolution had a unique way of counting sheep called Yan Tan Tethera. Shepherds counted their flocks several times a day: first thing in the morning and last thing at night for sure, but also when performing routine tasks like shearing and trimming hooves. The systems they used are based on an ancient Celtic language, probably Cumbric, but different ones evolved in various parts of Britain. All were based on the number 20. To count more than 20 sheep, the shepherd would count to 20, then make a mark on the ground and start again. Others cut grooves in their crooks or staffs and moved their thumbs to a new mark with each lot of 20 sheep.


Yan Tan Tethera is still used in some parts of Britain; this one is used in Swaledale in northern Yorkshire.
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1




	

Yan









	

2



	

Tan









	

3



	

Tethera









	

4



	

Mether









	

5



	

Pip









	

6



	

Azer









	

7



	

Sezar









	

8



	

Akker









	

9



	

Counter









	

10



	

Dick
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Yanadick
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Tanadick
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Tetheradick
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Metheradick
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Bumfit
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Yanabum
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Tanabum
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Tetherabum
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Metherabum
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Jiggit





















Learn from the Past


The sheep is frequently employed in the dairy regions of this country [the United States], at the tread-mill or horizontal wheel, to pump the water, churn the milk, or perform other light domestic work.


— R. L. Allen, Domestic Animals: History and Description of the Horse, Mule, Cattle, Sheep, Swine, Poultry, and Farm Dogs (1848)







Sheep in the Americas


Sheep first arrived in Jamestown Colony in 1608 and were eaten during the winter of 1609. Fifteen years after settling Plymouth Colony, the Pilgrims purchased sheep from Dutch dealers on Manhattan Island (though they probably had sheep before then). By 1643 there were 1,000 sheep in the Massachusetts Bay Colony alone. Britain soon after that forbade further importations, but Colonial Americans continued to smuggle in thousands of sheep.


Britain also forbade the formation of an American woolen textile industry. In 1698 the penalty for being involved in America’s underground wool trade was having a hand lopped off. Nevertheless, Americans proudly wore garments made of American wool. Presidents George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, both of whom raised sheep at their estates, wore American-made wool suits at their inaugurations. The first woolen factory in the United States was established in 1788 in Hartford, Connecticut.


Spanish explorers brought sheep to the Americas, too. Queen Isabella of Spain financed the voyages of Christopher Columbus and Hernando Cortez with money derived from the Spanish woolen industry. Columbus brought ultrahardy, coarse-wool churro meat sheep to Cuba and Santo Domingo on his second voyage in 1493; in 1519, part of Cortez’s walking food supply was composed of the descendants of Columbus’s sheep. Spanish conquerors took churros to South America, too, where they replaced the “sheepe of Peru” (llamas) as primary livestock.




The Rise of the Merino
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Spanish Merino sheep







The vast Spanish wool industry was based on short-stapled, ultrafine-wool Merino sheep, believed to have come to Spain during the twelfth century along with the Moors. By 1526 there were three and one-half million Merino sheep in Spain. They were forbidden from being exported, on pain of death, until 1786, when King Ferdinand VI of Spain sent several hundred fine Merino sheep to his cousin, King Louis XVI of France. Louis installed these valuable woolies at his estate at Rambouillet, where the fine-wool Rambouillet breed was born. Once the floodgates opened, affluent shepherds around the world imported Merinos, which became the finest of the fine-wool breeds, as they still are today.


Ferdinand shipped sheep from his famous Escoriale Merino Stud to the Dutch House of Orange, but they couldn’t adjust to the high rainfall in the Netherlands; so in 1789, two rams and six ewes were sent to Colonel Jacob Gordon in Capetown, establishing Merinos in South Africa, where today there are more than 14 million of them.


Australia’s first sheep, a fat-tailed meat breed, arrived in 1788 with England’s First Fleet. Thirteen Merinos followed in 1797. By 1830, there were nearly two million sheep in Australia, and in 1838 alone, the annual Merino wool clip topped 4.4 million pounds (2 million kilos). It’s said that “Australia is built on the sheep’s back” because her early wealth came from the sale of Australian-grown wool.


Naturally Merinos eventually came to America and particularly to Vermont, thanks to the efforts of William Jarvis, the American consul at Lisbon in Portugal. In 1809, Spain granted him permission to export two hundred rams from the Escorial royal flock to Boston. He returned home in 1810 and moved to his 2,000-acre farm in Weathersfield, Vermont, with four hundred Merinos. Over the course of his lifetime he imported 3,630 Spanish Merinos, effectively establishing the breed on our shores, though they were most popular in New England and the Midwest. Western farmers used Merino and Rambouillet stock to create American breeds like the Columbia.






Learn from the Past


As to the very first importation from Spain to the United States, there seems to be a difference of opinion. One says in 1793 Mr. William Foster of Boston, Mass., imported two ewes and a ram smuggled through the port of Cadiz. These Mr. Foster gave to Mr. Andrew Craigue of Cambridge, who, not knowing their value, killed and ate them. Another says the first importation was by William Porter of Boston in 1798. These he gave to Mr. Andrew Craigue of Cambridge, who, not knowing their value, killed and ate them. One thing seems pretty certain. The first importations of Spanish Merino sheep into the United States disappeared as mutton, and were of no account from a breeding standpoint, but beyond a doubt the mutton was good.


— Dr. William A. Rushworth, The Sheep (1899)







Sheep in the Rest of the World


Sheep entered Africa via Sinai and have been present in Egypt since between 6000 and 5000 BCE. Numerous Egyptian deities were associated with rams, even from the predynastic era; rams were revered for their virility and warlike attributes. Sheep migrated the length of Africa and are depicted among the thousands of stunningly beautiful San Bushmen rock paintings in the Drakensberg Mountains of South Africa.


In 1654, when the Dutch East India Company sent Jan van Riebeeck to South Africa to establish a trading post to supply company ships with fresh victuals as they rounded the Cape, he found that the native Hottentots already had fat-tailed sheep. He traded tobacco, beads, and copper for food supplies. A length of copper wire measured from a sheep’s head to the tip of its tail was the medium of exchange for the sheep.






Did Ewe Know?




Chuku and the Sheep


The Ibo people of Nigeria say that at the beginning of time, Chuku, the maker of all things, including man, sent a messenger sheep to tell his newly created humans this: if they placed their dead atop the earth and sprinkled ashes over them, the dead would return to life. But the sheep became sidetracked and forgot the message. Rather than admit he didn’t remember, he told the Ibo that their dead should be buried in the ground. Thus death became a permanent thing.







Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century slave traders picked up sheep in sub-Saharan Africa and took them to the Caribbean, Central America, and northern South America, where they were mixed with the churro sheep imported from Spain. Later breeders introduced British breeds, particularly Wiltshire Horns, to develop the genetic traits displayed in today’s tropical hair sheep breeds.


Sheep played an important role in Scandinavian history, too. Despite the fact that neither sheep nor goats are native to Scandinavia, archaeologists excavating an ancient Danish settlement unearthed a sheep tooth dating to 3980–3810 BCE, proving sheep’s presence in Denmark at that early date. Sheep bones dating to the Neolithic period were discovered in Swedish caves. During the Early Iron Age, Norwegian mourners furnished their dead with mutton for their journey to the afterlife. The Sami of Swedish Lapland sacrificed sheep at ritual sites well into the sixteenth century. Viking wove sails of sheep wool and sometimes carried sheep as a living food supply.


But nowhere in Scandinavia were sheep as important as they were in bleak, newly settled Iceland, where from the time of settlement in the late ninth century through 1900, life depended on sturdy Northern sheep for food, tallow, hides, and wool (during the eighteenth century an estimated 22 percent of the population engaged in working with wool for a full seven months of each year).




Sheep in Asia


Sheep sustained life halfway around the world in Asia, too. In 1998, Chinese archaeologists unearthed 3,500-year-old sheep bones inscribed with the oldest known examples of Chinese writing. Sheep are also depicted in prehistoric rock paintings in Qinghai, Ningxia, Xinjiang, Menggu, and Gansu in China, as well as in Inner Mongolia, and they feature prominently in numerous artifacts from China’s New Stone Age.


The Chinese writing system is one of the oldest known written languages, with some of the earliest examples more than 4,000 years old. The Chinese writing system uses a logographic system (a series of symbols that represent a complete word or a phrase) consisting of large kanji (characters). Many Chinese words incorporate the character for sheep, including mouth-watering, beautiful, and nice. In archaic characters, the words sheep and lucky are interchangeable.


The Chinese zodiac originated at least 2,000 years ago; one of the 12 signs of the Chinese zodiac is the sheep. The Year of the Sheep, sometimes called the Year of the Goat (either is correct), occurs every 12 years, rotating with the other 11 signs of the zodiac. The Japanese, Koreans, and Vietnamese all borrowed the Chinese zodiac and use it to name the years.


The current Japanese writing system traces its history to the fourth century, when Chinese characters were introduced to Japan. The character for sheep is based on the shape of a sheep’s head with two horns, four legs, and a tail. An ancient Japanese saying still heard today is youtou-kuniku, meaning “sheep’s head–dog’s meat,” referring to the use of a better name to sell inferior goods.


All of these historic nuggets are the barest tip of the iceberg! The history of sheep is interwoven with that of man. We’ll talk more about that bond throughout this book. But for now, let’s take a peek at what makes sheep tick.






Baa-ck in Time




Ancient Breeds


Many modern breeds have long, illustrious histories, among them the following:


Cotswold Pre-Roman conquest


Icelandic Carried to Iceland by Viking settlers in the ninth and tenth centuries CE


Jacob Possibly mentioned in the Bible and definitely raised in Britain for more than 350 years


Karakul Pictured in Babylonian temple carvings


Navajo-Churro Brought to the New World from Spain circa 1493


Shetland Taken to the Shetland Islands by Viking settlers


South Country Cheviot First recognized in 1372


Tunis Before Common Era


Welsh Black Mountain Pre-Middle Ages









Chapter 2




Introducing the Sheep


‘Now take a sheep’, the Sergeant said. ‘What is a sheep [but] millions of little bits of sheepness whirling around and doing intricate convolutions inside the sheep? What else is it but that?’


— Flann O'Brien, The Third Policeman (1967)


Sheep are reputed to be airheads, but in fact, they are reactive, not stupid. When you’re small, tasty, and defenseless, it’s best to run now and ask questions later. That doesn’t mean sheep aren’t smart. As Mark Twain put it, “It is just like man’s vanity and impertinence to call an animal dumb because it is dumb to his dull perceptions.”






Parts of a Sheep
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British researchers, headed by neuroscientist Dr. Keith Kendrick at Cambridge University’s Babraham Institute, taught 20 sheep to recognize pictures of other sheep’s faces. They showed the sheep 25 pairs of similar faces, training them to associate recognition of the faces with a food reward. Two years later the team again showed the sheep the series of pictures, measuring their brain activity via electrodes implanted in their brains. Some remembered all 50 of the original faces, even in profile. “It’s a very sophisticated memory system,” explains Dr. Kendrick. “They are showing similar abilities in many ways to humans.” Pretty smart for a “dumb animal.”


Three years after their first experiment, Dr. Kendrick and his colleagues discovered that sheep prefer smiling or relaxed faces over those of angry humans or stressed-out sheep. They presented the test flock with two doors they could push open to grab a snack. One was covered by a picture of a smiling human or a contented sheep; the other, an angry human or a distressed sheep. They invariably chose the happy-face doors.


Caroline Lee, a member of the animal welfare team at the FD McMaster Laboratory in New South Wales, Australia, developed a test to measure intelligence and learning in sheep based on a complex, 59- by 26-foot (18 x 8 m) maze similar to those used for rats and mice. By penning part of the herd in sight at the exit, researchers used Merino sheep’s strong flocking instinct to motivate test sheep to go through the maze. The premise: the time it initially takes an animal to rejoin its flock indicates intelligence, while improvement in times over consecutive days of testing measures learning and memory. It took the 60 sheep an average of 2 minutes to go through the maze on day one and only 30 seconds on day three. When the sheep were retested six weeks later, they went through the maze even faster than they did on day three.


Finally, consider the smart sheep who live on a commons near Marsden, a village on the edge of the Pennine Hills in West Yorkshire, England. Because sheep had been continually raiding village gardens, authorities installed an 8-foot (2.4 m) cattle guard to keep the sheep out of town. Not to be thwarted, the sheep began lying down and rolling, commando-style, across the cattle grid. When BBC News asked a National Sheep Association spokeswoman about their behavior, she replied, “Sheep are quite intelligent creatures and have more brainpower than people are willing to give them credit for.”






Learn from the Past


Many an ignorant flockholder catches and takes hold of the sheep by the wool, at any place he can get hold of best. Men who do this do not realize that the skin of the sheep is very lightly attached to its flesh, and that by holding the sheep by the wool in this careless manner the skin is torn loose from the flesh as far and a little farther than the hand’s reach, thus injuring the innocent sheep. It has been our experience that it takes the sheep about two months to recover from the bruise thus caused.


— Frank Kleinheinz, Sheep Management: A Handbook for the Shepherd and Student (1912)








The Five Senses


To understand why sheep do the things they do, try to imagine the world through a sheep’s five senses: vision, taste, hearing, smell, and touch.




Vision


To the side, sheep have a wide monocular vision ranging from 270 to 340 degrees, depending on the shape of their faces and how much wool they have around their eyes that may obstruct their vision. Sheep have large, rectangular-shaped pupils, and their eyeballs are placed toward the sides of their heads, giving them a narrower field of binocular vision.


 A sheep has a blind spot directly behind her, but by raising or lowering her head or by moving it from side to side, she can scan her entire surroundings. The rectangular pupils provide a wide-angle effect, giving sheep excellent peripheral vision. They can’t easily see objects high above their heads, however, and they have poor depth perception. Because of this, sheep avoid shadows and harsh contrasts of light and dark. They also tend to move away from darkness and toward light.


Based on research that determined the number of cones and rods in sheep’s eyes and on subsequent studies to understand how that number related to visual perception, scientists believe that sheep’s vision is very keen. They’ve also learned that sheep see in color, although their color acuity is lower than humans’.






Field of Vision
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Taste


Ewes lick their fluid-drenched newborn lambs and this creates a strong maternal bond. Rams sample urine from ewes in heat to determine if they’re ready to breed.


Sheep prefer certain feeds over others, indicating that they know what they like to eat. When grazing alongside other species such as goats and cattle, each species selects different types of plants.




Hearing


Sheep hear well; they are sensitive to high-pitched and sudden noises, both of which trigger a surge of stress-related hormones. They refine their hearing by moving their ears, heads, or entire body to face whatever they’re focusing on.


Sheep have scant vocabularies as compared with, say, pigs or cows. Frantic, high-pitched baas are stress indicators. Adult sheep give medium-pitched baas when seeking older lambs, friends, or feed. Ewes murmur sweet “flutter baas” to their newborn lambs. Rams rumble when sexually aroused or annoyed at another sheep.




Smell


Sheep have a well-developed sense of smell. Ewes recognize their newborns by taste and scent. Rams sniff ewes to determine which ones are in heat. Sheep are capable of scenting water from afar and they sniff feed to determine if it’s safe to eat.


Both sexes also flehmen, whereby the sheep opens his mouth and curls back his upper lip to transfer scent to a structure called the Jacobson’s organ, or vomeronasal organ, located in the roof of his mouth. Rams frequently flehmen when sniffing the urine of a ewe in heat.






Sheep Tipping


Once a sheep’s feet are off the ground and she can’t touch anything with her hooves, she remains still. That’s why shearers tip sheep to immobilize them for shearing. Tipping also works for routine tasks such as hoof trimming and doctoring minor wounds. Tipping a sheep seems daunting at first but is easy once you know how.


Standing on the left side of the sheep, reach across with your right hand and grasp her right rear flank by the skin (don’t pull her wool). With your left hand, bend her head away from you, back against her right shoulder. Lift the flank and pull the sheep toward you. This puts her off balance and theoretically she rolls gently toward you onto the ground. In practice, it doesn’t always happen that way. Persevere. Practice makes (almost) perfect.


Hold the sheep on her side, then quickly grasp both front legs and set her up on her rump so she’s slightly off center, resting on one hip. If she struggles, place one hand on her chest for support and inch backward until she’s more comfortable.


Don’t tip a sheep right after she has eaten, as the position puts considerable strain on a full rumen. For the same reason, don’t tip pregnant ewes for more than a few minutes at a time. Despite their good intentions, don’t let anyone try to help by holding the sheep’s legs; if her hooves encounter anything, even your helper’s hands, she will struggle to break free.
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Touch


Sheep are less responsive to touch than other livestock species because they are covered with wool or thick, coarse hair. However, sheep have very sensitive skin under their wool. Please, don’t pull it!




Open Your Mouth and Say Baah 



Estimating a sheep’s age by examining the eight teeth in the front of his mouth is easy. If all the teeth are sharp and small, they are baby teeth and the sheep is less than one year old. If the center two teeth are big (these are permanent teeth) and the rest are small, the sheep is between one and two years old. If the four center teeth are big and the rest are small, the sheep is about two years old. If the six center teeth are big and the rest are small, the sheep is about three years old. If all eight teeth are big, the sheep is about four years old. After that the teeth gradually spread and eventually fall out in old age.


A sheep’s lower teeth should meet flush with the upper dental pad. If the lower teeth extend beyond the dental pad, she is “sow-mouthed” or “monkey-mouthed”; this is more common in Roman-nosed (arch-faced) breeds. If the dental pad extends beyond the lower teeth, she is “parrot-mouthed.”


Extremely parrot-mouthed or sow-mouthed sheep have problems grasping forage when browsing and grazing. They tend to lose weight on pasture and need hay and possibly grain to survive. Both conditions are hereditary and should be avoided; that is, don’t breed sheep who display these conformation flaws.
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Social Behavior


A well-defined pecking order exists within every flock whether composed of four or four hundred sheep. Where a sheep stands in this hierarchy depends on its age, sex, personality, aggressiveness toward other sheep, and the size of (or lack of) its horns. Suckling lambs assume their dam’s place in the order and often rank immediately below her after weaning.


Newcomers must fight to establish a place in the flock. Fighting for social position is conducted one on one; established flock members don’t gang up on a new one.


When fighting, rams back up and charge one another; both sexes butt, jostle, and push. Other forms of aggression include staring, horn threats (chin down, horns jutting forward), pressing horns or forehead against another sheep, backing up without actually charging another sheep, and ramming an opponent’s rear end or side. Very little infighting occurs in a static flock, however, once each member knows and accepts her place.


A major difference between sheep and goats is that sheep don’t follow a specific leader as goats do a herd queen. When one sheep starts moving, others follow, even in low-flocking breeds. High-ranking flock members move near the middle of the flock to avoid being in a vulnerable position should predators strike.


It takes a while for sheep to form a cohesive flock when individuals from different sources are mixed. Sheep form friendships and tend to stay in family groups of a ewe and her offspring, their offspring, and so on. In flocks made up of more than one breed, given enough space, sheep generally segregate themselves by breed.


The social group is very important to sheep and isolation is extremely stressful. An isolated sheep may go berserk, bleating loudly, running, and smashing into the sides of the pen. Even in quarantine or a sick bay, sheep should be able to see other sheep. (See chapters 8 and 9 to read about breeding and lambing behaviors.)






Ewe Said It




Drink Like a Sheep?




10 Sheepy Wineries


Two Birds and a Sheep Winery (Paso Robles, California)


Inherit the Sheep Winery (Napa, California)


Greedy Sheep Winery (Cowaramup, Western Australia)


Barking Sheep Wines (Mendoza Province, Argentina)


Ram’s Gate Winery (Sonoma, California)


Sheep’s Back Winery (South Melbourne, Victoria, Australia)


Black Sheep Winery (Murphys, California)


Ram’s Leap Wines (Warren, New South Wales, Australia)


Shepherd’s Run Winery (Wamboin, New South Wales, Australia)


Black Sheep Vineyard (Adena, Ohio)




10 Sheepy Alcoholic Beverages


Barking Sheep Chardonnay Chenin Blanc (Argentina)


Big Horn Buttface Amber Ale (USA)


Red Sheep Oak Aged Shiraz (Australia)


Golden Sheep Pale Ale (England)


Black Sheep Ale (England)


Sheep Head Ale (USA)


Inherit the Sheep Cabernet Sauvignon (USA)


Isaac’s Ram Wine (Israel)


Sheep Dip Whiskey (Scotland)


Black Ram Whiskey (Bulgaria)







Play Behavior


Lambs begin playing within a few hours of birth. They stay close to their mothers for the first weeks of life, but as they get older, they venture farther and begin to form gangs. By the end of the first month they spend roughly 60 percent of their time with other lambs.


Play behaviors include mounting one another (both ram and ewe lambs do this), playful butting, racing to a set location and back again (“lambpedes”), jumping on and off of rocks or dirt piles en masse, Ninja-style kicking, leaping and whirling in place, and spronking (a Pepé le Pew gait in which lambs race while bouncing stiff-legged, all four feet hitting the ground at the same time). Ram lambs prefer manly games like play-fighting and mounting one another, while ewe lambs prefer to race. Play becomes infrequent after about nine months of age, although even adult sheep engage in play at times.




Feeding Behavior


Pastured sheep prefer to camp (sleep and ruminate) on elevated ground, moving downhill to graze during the day. They generally graze in the early morning and again late in the afternoon, resting in their feeding area between grazing sessions. During periods of extreme heat and humidity they often rest from midmorning to evening and graze in late evening and at night. Sheep generally graze between five and ten hours a day, though grazing time is affected by many factors including weather, breed, quality and availability of pasture and supplemental feed such as tasty hay, and day length. Sheep prefer not to graze near sheep or goat droppings, but they aren’t offended by manure from other species.


Sheep have a remarkably dexterous and deeply cleft upper lip that permits very close grazing. As a sheep grazes, she jerks her head slightly forward and up to break grass and stems against the dental pad and lower front teeth. The cleft lip also allows her to sort feed; for example, she may consume all of her favorite bits of yummy corn from mixed grain and leave the oats and barley behind.


Sheep usually ruminate (chew their cud) while resting on their sternums (lying down with one or both front feet tucked under their bodies), but also sometimes while standing. The time spent ruminating is about equal to or slightly less than the time spent grazing. Rumination induces a state of drowsiness that sheep seem to enjoy.




Flocking, Moving, and Catching Behavior


All sheep flock to some degree, especially when frightened. Flocking instinct, however, varies greatly from breed to breed. Lambs are hardwired to follow their dams and then other members of the flock. Banding together in groups protects sheep from predators that home in on sheep grazing alone or on sheep at the edge of the flock. Flocking instinct is what enables shepherds to tend to and move large numbers of animals.


Fine-wool sheep like Merinos, Rambouillets, and Columbias flock closely while moving, grazing, or at rest; other breeds flock when moving but spread out somewhat to graze and rest. Leading low- and poorly flocking breeds with a bucket of feed is easier than trying to drive them.


Here are some additional points to consider:


Personal space. Sheep maintain personal security or flight zones. Anything scary invading a sheep’s personal space generates flight. A sheep’s flight zone might be 50 feet (15 m) or nothing at all. Breed, gender, tameness, training, and degree of perceived threat enter each equation.


Point of balance. A sheep’s point of balance is at his shoulder, at a 90-degree angle from his spine. Movement within a sheep’s flight zone and behind his point of balance makes him move forward; movement in front of his point of balance and within his flight zone makes him turn and move away.






Flight Zone
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Herding sheep. When approaching or driving sheep, don’t look directly into their eyes; wolves and herding dogs do that and it instinctively makes sheep nervous. Don’t attempt to drive a flock faster than its usual walking speed; rushed sheep tend to scatter.


Moving sheep. Calm sheep move forward; frightened sheep move backward. Sheep prefer not to cross water or to move through narrow openings. They move uphill more readily than downhill and prefer to move with the wind rather than against it.


Catching sheep. To catch a sheep, herd the flock into a corner and keep it there by extending your arms or a crook to create a barrier. You can then carefully cut the desired animal out of the group using her flock mates’ bodies to prevent her from scampering away. (The smaller the pen, the easier it is to catch individual sheep.) Cornered, frightened sheep will try to squeeze through any small gap to escape and often attempt to jump to safety, usually toward whatever is blocking their way. A cornered sheep can hit an adult at chest height. Be careful!
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