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  A Romney lamb contentedly munches on pasture grass at Harlow Brook Farm in Hartland, Vermont.
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  Students Eben Holbrook, age ten, and Emma Kimball, nine, feed hay to one of the ewes in the sheep barn at the Tunbridge World’s Fair in Tunbridge, Vermont. Kids from area schools attend the first day of the fair to see the animals.




  
INTRODUCTION





  Why Sheep?




  Why sheep? Because sheep are soft and fuzzy big enough to be challenging—yet not so big they can kill you with a kick or a butt. Because sheep have lambs. Because sheep are easy companions who require little beyond understanding. Because the wool sheep produce in abundance can be used for everything from sweaters to comforters to felt slippers to home insulation. Because a leg of lamb stuffed with garlic and rosemary and slowly roasted in your kitchen on a winter’s afternoon will bring you to the apex of culinary achievement. And because, finally, as you sit in the hay on a spring morning with a warm, dry lamb sleeping in your arms and a watchful ewe breathing in your ear and nickering in the back of her throat to comfort the little fellow, you’ll realize that you’ve grown unwilling to live without sheep. As my wife Sue once said as we walked into the barn and found our lambs asleep in a pile in the sunlight and the ewes chewing their cuds, with their eyes half-closed and their long ears swept back against their heads in a sign of pure contentment, “Wow. This is when you know that all is right with the world.”




  There are lots of sheep books out there, and as you delve further into the details of raising sheep, you’ll probably want to own several. But what I discovered as a person who had grown up in the suburbs—without the benefit of 4-H, farming neighbors, or hands-on agricultural experience of any kind—was that I knew too little to even understand many of the books.
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  Marian White’s passion for sheep is reflected on the license plate of her motorcycle.




  One book, for example, beautifully described a hundred and one ways in which lambs could be stuck inside a ewe and require assistance during birth. That was all well and good (OK, it was good and terrifying), but my questions were more fundamental: “What is normal lambing like? What is a typical birth?”




  Another book listed the diseases and maladies of sheep in exhaustive detail. It’s a list I have since come to respect and appreciate, but that list didn’t help me back when my questions were more basic: “What is a healthy sheep? How can I tell if mine are healthy?”




  These are the questions that this book sets out to answer: the big-picture questions, the general cases, the wide range of options. As you get further into being a shepherd, you may gravitate toward certain aspects of shepherding, such as breeding, working with wool, or perhaps pasture improvement. That’s when you may want to consult the references at the back of this book to find out which book to buy next.




  I was extraordinarily fortunate to have purchased my flock from friends who live not far away. I was able to pepper them with all kinds of basic and embarrassingly naïve questions about living with sheep, and they calmly and steadily answered all of them—never once striking the mortal blow that I dreaded, “Where the heck did you grow up anyway, the suburbs?” I went to them with a photocopied list of everything one book said I’d need to buy before lambing season, a list that struck me as recommending more equipment than most third world medical clinics have. My friends put stars next to the half-dozen key items on the list and told me to forget about the rest. Ah, perspective! Relief! That’s what this book is about.




  Living with sheep doesn’t have to be any more complicated or esoteric than living with cats or living with dogs. You learn the basics, you get to know your animals, and you call the vet (or a friend) if something difficult comes down the pike that you’ve never dealt with before.




  I should warn you, however, that as a budding shepherd, you will encounter one great nuisance that comes with raising sheep, and that is this: every friend and acquaintance who comes to visit you and your flock will, sooner or later (and most likely sooner), ask something to the effect of, “Aren’t sheep the stupidest animals in the barnyard?” “Aren’t they dumber than posts, dumber than the fence that holds them in?”




  Sheep are in a tough spot when seen through our eyes. They are large and fuzzy and give birth to cute offspring, and as such, we naturally lump them together with the other fuzzy mammals in our lives: cats and dogs. Yet cats and dogs are, like us, predators at heart, with eyes set close together and a brain designed to sense opportunity and play the angle. It’s no wonder we delight in how smart Fido and Fifi are—they look at the world the same way we do.




  Sheep do not. They are herbivores with eyes set widely apart because they are, fundamentally, a prey species—and a singularly unarmed one at that. Sheep have neither spikes on their tails nor thick armor on their backs. Their mouths lack canines or incisors on the upper palate. Though they can easily outpace the shepherd in the barnyard, their speed is nowhere near that of moose or deer, their wild cousins.




  The great strategy that sheep have evolved in their defense is to stick together—and they will go to extraordinary measures to do so, even if it means charging through electric fencing or grazing cheek by jowl in a crowded corner of a large, otherwise empty pasture. When one sheep decides to leave the barn, suddenly they are all up and running, moving as one big, apparently stupid herd with no room for individual expression.




  But step into the pasture and try to herd them through a gate, and your impression of sheep will change from brainless beasts to brilliant tacticians. Ramona, our oldest and wisest sheep, could maneuver any chess grand master into a corner. When I have a few spare minutes on my hands, I enjoy playing a match or two against her and her colleagues. I, moving slowly and nonchalantly, take a step to the left to cut off her angle away from the gate. She, her ears flapping gently against the summer’s flies and apparently grazing without a care in the world, steps to the right. I think I have the herd trapped into a narrowing chute of fencing and she—somehow directing the whole flock—works them back into the open. It’s a slow motion game of chess in which we both pretend not to be playing, and I always lose.




  But sheep aren’t the only barnyard animals that are, by nature, prey animals; cows and horses are equally wide-eyed in the face of hungry predators. Unlike sheep, however, cows and horses are large animals—far larger than coyotes, wolves, or mountain lions. This hasn’t made them immune from hungry jaws, but it has provided them with a sense of perspective and the ability to stand fast and intimidate potential predators with their bulk and, if needed, a well-placed kick.




  Sheep have these same abilities but on a much smaller scale. When our neighbor’s tiny Shih Tzu dog slips through the fence to visit the sheep, Desdemona, our freckle-nosed captain of the guard, invariably moves toward the little fellow, swinging her head menacingly and stomping her hooves in challenge. This is just as effective against the little pup as it is for a stallion facing, say, a lone wolf or a handler wielding an unwelcome bridle.




  But Desi immediately melts back into the flock if I step into the sheep pen unexpectedly, perhaps holding a needle dripping with vaccine. I am much larger than the dog and hence more of a potential threat. Yet I am a known quantity with a reasonable, if somewhat checkered, reputation in their eyes. With my vaccination needle poised, the flock adopts an “intermediate risk” strategy, their keep-away-from-the-shepherd tactic. It’s amazing how a dozen reasonably large animals can squeeze through your fingers as easily as Jell-O if they’re so inclined.




  But if you, for example, were to step unexpectedly into our sheep pen holding the needle—a completely unknown commodity confronting them in an enclosed space—they would adopt the strategy for which they are most pilloried by human beings: the huddle.




  In the huddle, the whole flock runs into a corner and jams their heads as far out of sight as possible. This appears to be a version of the if-I-can’tsee-you-you-can’t-see-me attitude displayed by human babies and simpletons. What better example of sheep stupidity is there?




  I confess I shared this opinion until I happened to be sitting down in the pen with the sheep when an unexpected visitor caused the sheep to
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  A Dorset Finn Southdown ewe rests with her 2½-week-old lambs—a ram at left and a ewe—in the warm barn at Fat Rooster Farm in Royalton, Vermont.




  huddle up in the corner near me. With my eyes near ground level—and very near the level of a wolf’s or coyote’s eyes—the effect was startling. A dozen individual animals suddenly morphed into a great, twenty-four legged, wooly blob with no front, no back, no eyes, and no obvious place to gain a toehold—or a canine tooth-hold. If I had been a coyote on patrol, I would have thought seriously about going home for reinforcements before attempting to dismember such a large and weird-looking creature.




  But back to the original question: Why sheep? In a profound sort of way, sheep are a lot like us. They are warm-blooded, they weigh about the same as we do, they give birth to cute offspring, they are obsessed with food, and they are inherently social creatures. The fact that their society is arranged differently from our society doesn’t make them uninteresting; it makes them fascinating, and even exotic—like travel in foreign lands. Living with sheep will certainly get you outside into the sun, fresh air, and honest sweat of rural life. In the end, however, it will also show you a surprising amount about yourself and about those more familiar, warm-blooded mammals we all live with every day: our fellow human beings.
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  Maddie, an Oxford cross ewe, looks into the barnyard. Owner Barbara Mathewson borrowed an Oxford ram from a friend one year for breeding her ewes. “I look for temperament more than breed for ease of lambing.”




  CHAPTER ONE




  Things to Think About in Advance




  Let me confess at the outset that I didn’t think much about the details of living with sheep until I got a flock of my own. Friends of mine were looking to sell their flock, my wife and I had just moved to an old farm, I had a vague notion about wanting to raise animals. . . sold!




  This approach, of course, had the advantage of requiring very little thought or advance planning on my part. Before I knew what was going on, I was in over my head and encountering adventure and intrigue around every corner. If this sounds like your approach to life, then I say, “Go for it!”




  But if your personality leans more toward the contemplative and deliberate—which mine usually does, or at least used to before I got involved in the sheep racket—allow me to offer some words of advice at the outset.




  THREE APPROACHES TO LIVING WITH SHEEP




  There are three general approaches to living with sheep. In order of increasing complexity, they are:






	
Keep it simple. Buy lambs in the spring and raise them for the summer.




	
Glorified lawn mower. Run sheep year-round to improve the view, keep your fields open, and add a certain pastoral aesthetic to your spread without delving into the details of breeding.




	
Fully fleeced. Keep your own ewes, rams, and, therefore, lambs, throughout the year. In short, own a genuine flock.







  The good news is that you can change your approach from year to year as your time and enthusiasm wax and wane. The bad news (or perhaps this is the good news) is that being “fully fleeced” requires the greatest effort but affords by far the greatest rewards.




  LAMBS FOR THE SUMMER




  Keeping it simple by buying lambs in the spring, raising them on grass for the summer, and slaughtering them in the fall is by far the best place to start if you’re getting into shepherding for the first time and you aren’t sure if you want to jump into the deep end right away.




  For one, you get to watch lambs gamboling around your property all summer—jumping over logs, playing king of the mountain on any scrap of topography your pastures provide, and doing their four-footed, instantaneous vertical leaping called stotting. (The word stotting fails to capture the magic and hilarity of this behavior, but a better word, it seems, is still in the offing.)




  Then there is the pleasant fact that you won’t have to load your barn full of hay every summer, or indeed need a barn at all. Your expenses will be low. Your annual January vacation in the tropics will not be canceled. And finally, instead of trudging off to the barn on winter evenings at twenty below to feed your sheep, you’ll be sitting in front of the fire and tucking into a hot bowl of lamb stew.




  KEEPING ADULTS YEAR-ROUND




  But keeping lambs only in the summer has two distinct disadvantages. First, you never really get the chance to know your sheep; just when your lambs are starting to develop distinct personalities, off they go. (They “matriculate,” as one of my friends says.) Second, there is something intensely profound about trundling out to the barn on that twenty below evening and finding your sheep peering out from within their thickest winter coats and giving you the exceedingly convincing impression that they couldn’t care less. It’s an extraordinary sight: they’ll have frost on their noses, ice on their backs, and a studied attitude of complete indifference. The simplicity of winter is one of the best times to enjoy living with sheep.
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  A Romney lamb scampers across the pasture at Harlow Brook Farm. Matt Dunne and Sarah Taylor buy the lambs from a local farm in May and butcher them in October. “We’re raising our own food,” Taylor said. “We know exactly where it came from.”




  Keeping a flock year-round, therefore, will enable you to experience these twin
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  A sign for wool hangs on Steve Wetmore’s barn in Strafford, Vermont.




  delights of personality and seasonality. Plus, you won’t have to mow the lawn very often in the summer, and you’ll be able to shear your sheep and either sell the wool or take up one of the many handicrafts using wool, such as knitting, weaving, spinning, or felting.




  A BREEDING FLOCK




  Of course, you can have it all—the stotting lambs, the wool, the meat, the friendships, and the frozen water troughs of January—which involves the most work but the most reward. After all, if you’re going to keep sheep year-round anyway, and you’ve already put up the fencing and the shelter, why not just go for it? Keeping sheep without having them lamb may be simpler, but it’s also more expensive; you don’t have much revenue to put against all those expenses.




  I confess that “fully fleeced” is how I got into the sheep business: from nothing to bona fide shepherd in the very few minutes it took to get out the checkbook. The key for me—and I’d strongly recommend it as the key for you too—is to buy your flock from someone you know and like (and vice versa). The friends from whom I bought my flock were available by phone whenever I needed them and were even willing to come by on the few occasions when I found myself deep in the weeds. They were able to point out at a glance that my hay feeder was too high for the sheep to reach and that Rachel’s habit of ramming the other ewes with her head was perfectly normal. She was doing me the favor of keeping the rebels in line.




  Regardless of which approach you decide to take, my strongest piece of advice is to buy your sheep from a friend or neighbor whom you know and trust. Reading books is great—especially, and hopefully, this book. But book learning will only get you so far, and there is no substitute for having an experienced eye look things over from time to time and help you sort out the worrisome from the normal. Someday soon, you too will have the experienced eye—and there’s no finer feeling. But in the meantime, make sure you have someone nearby who can pilot you through the reefs and shoals.




  Since owning a breeding flock year-round encompasses all of the details of the other two approaches, I’ll assume throughout this book that you, too, have been “fully fleeced.” If you decide to go for either the “keep it simple” or the “glorified lawn mower” route, you can simply ignore the sections that don’t pertain to your operation.




  THREE PIECES OF BIG-PICTURE ADVICE




  With the three different approaches to living with sheep covered, here are three pieces of big-picture advice for the beginning shepherd—the three things I wish I’d known at the outset.




  GET TO KNOW YOUR SHEEP




  I was surprised to discover that my sheep are constantly communicating with one another and attempting to communicate with me. What are they saying? The sooner you can learn to understand sheep-speak, the easier your life will be. Some clues are obvious: when you see a reclining sheep with eyes half-closed, ears swept back, and a good wad of cud going in the mouth, you know that you’re doing everything just right.
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  Lily, a Romney ewe, casts a wary eye upon the photographer in Plainfield, New Hampshire. Owner Barbara Mathewson has had a small flock of sheep year-round since 1980.




  But other clues are more obscure, and this is where it helps to know the distinct personalities of your individual sheep. Desdemona, the captain-of-the-guard sheep I mentioned in the introduction, is normally very reticent around me. She is among the last to approach the hay feeder and will try to keep at least one other animal between herself and me at all times. So I was surprised one day to find her standing close to the gate as I approached. She didn’t move away from me as I worked in the pen, and she even came walking toward me at one point as I was bending over to pick up some lumber that I had dropped. That’s when I noticed she was hobbling on three legs, having cracked a hoof out on the pasture somewhere. Aha! I grabbed the hoof trimmers, clipped off the cracked nail, and off she went to rejoin the flock.




  When it comes to making noise, sheep rarely “baa” unless they have good reason to. If your flock starts making a bunch of noise on an otherwise quiet afternoon, it’s worth figuring out why. As you get to know them and they get to know you, you’ll soon discover that you can tell at a glance when something is amiss and take steps to correct it before problems develop.




  HAVE YOUR SHEEP GET TO KNOW YOU




  The flip side, of course, is to let your sheep get comfortable with you. Sheep are creatures of routine, and recent research has shown that sheep can remember individual human faces for years between meetings. Sheep are more relaxed around someone they know, which makes it easier for you to get close to them and keep track of how they are doing. At times in the summer, I’ll go so far as to sit down in the pasture or even take a nap while the flock grazes nearby. (Not when there’s a ram in the pasture, however!) In the spring, I’ve set up a chair in the paddock and read a magazine while the ewes and lambs take turns coming over for a look. All of this helps the sheep become convinced that, while I’m still an unpredictable predator with scary eyes, I’m at least temporarily on their team.




  Of the eight ewes that have been living with us for the past few years, Luna and Noche—two animals that were born on our farm and have lived with us ever since—are the friendliest with me. Almost all of the ewes will come up to me and say hi if I’m doing something inside their pen; but Luna and Noche will loiter right next to me even if I stumble into them by mistake. They seem far more comfortable with me than the other ewes born on other farms.




  
AIM FOR STRESS-FREE LIVING





  Finally, your ultimate goal as a shepherd is for you and your sheep to live stress-free lives. Here are a few ways to help make that happen:






	
Maintain a routine. Feed your sheep on a regular schedule so that they don’t have to worry about when the next meal is coming.




	
Avoid chasing them around. If you need to catch one, confine them all in a small area where they are easy to grab.




	
Don’t make direct eye contact. If you’re walking among your sheep, don’t make direct eye contact; they are hard-wired to interpret this as threatening.




	
Avoid any sudden movement. Sudden movement can startle your sheep.




	
Talk to your sheep whenever you are working with them. Talking to your sheep might cause your family and friends to think you are a bit crazy, but your calm, relaxed voice will soothe them in times of stress and worry. Over and over, I’ve seen my flock jump to attention as I approach them from far across a pasture only to see them relax and return to grazing as soon as they hear my customary “Hi girls!” greeting. The coast is clear—it’s just him again. Nothing to worry about.







  OK, that’s it for big-picture advice. Now to the nitty gritty!
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  Michael the guard horse keeps an eye on a photographer overhead at Fat Rooster Farm. A retired national champion riding horse, the Anglo-Arabian keeps predators away from the sheep.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Choosing a Flock




  Stories are often told in Vermont about the new-comer who moves to the country to experience the joys and delights of rural living. In one such tale, the hero has purchased a tractor, a chainsaw, several how-to books describing the intricacies of heating the house with wood, and he has immersed himself in the relative advantages of hard maple versus soft maple, oak versus beech, and white birch versus yellow birch. One day, dressed in crisp new woolens, our hero stops by the farm next door to strike up a conversation with his neighbor. “In your opinion,” he asks, “what is the best firewood for heating your house in the winter?”




  To which the farmer inevitably replies, “The stuff that’s stacked closest to the woodstove.”




  This also happens to be good advice when starting out in the sheep business: choose a breed that is being raised nearby. If you buy your flock from a trusted friend or neighbor, he or she will be quick to offer advice and help you succeed. Plus, if you already trust that friend or neighbor, chances are good that he or she has already made a smart decision about which breed is best for your area. Choosing some exotic breed from far away will saddle you with a host of unnecessary logistical concerns.




  Once you’ve become a master shepherd, you can always switch breeds if you discover there’s another breed that’s more to your liking. There are dozens of distinct and registered breeds out there, some of which feature hair, wool, colored faces, colored fleeces, no color, horns, hairless tails, or some combination of the above. There are purebreds, crossbreeds, heirloom breeds, breeds just introduced to the marketplace, and breeds that are just plain mutts. Don’t be too hung up on your initial choice. As I said, you can always change your mind down the road by selling off your current flock or breeding your existing ewes to rams from your newly preferred breed.




  If you live in an area that’s teeming with sheep, however, you may have to choose between several friends and neighbors—each of whom is promoting the virtues of their preferred breed. Before you go knocking on doors, take a moment to consider what you ultimately want to do with your sheep. Do you plan to raise them for meat? For wool? For milk and cheese? For fun? For their historical value? Just for the heck of it? Your answers to these questions will guide you in selecting the right breed from among the choices in your neighborhood.




  Shepherds are a jovial lot, and I have yet to meet anyone in the sheep biz who is anything less than pleasant and helpful. But there is one topic of conversation that is guaranteed to provoke a fistfight, even among this most mild-mannered of crowds: claiming that some other breed of sheep is better than theirs. Everyone, it seems, is a partisan. Rather than risk my good standing in the shepherd community by stating a preference, I’m simply going to divide the most common breeds up into one of four categories: the meat breeds, the wool breeds, the heirloom breeds, and the dairy breeds. My
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  Steve Wetmore’s Katahdin flock grazes near his stacked firewood. Wetmore uses his Katahdin flock—a breed that grows fur instead of wool—to train the Border collies he breeds and sells to other farms.




  goal is to help you choose a breed that works for you without unduly slandering one of the many dozens of breeds that may not suit your needs.




  IMPROVED BREEDS: MEAT OR WOOL




  If you think you want to raise sheep primarily or exclusively for their meat or their wool, you ought to focus on one of the many so-called “improved” breeds of sheep. These breeds have been carefully selected by shepherds over the years to be optimally meaty or optimally wooly. This can make a big difference. Lambs from a meaty breed can grow twice as fast as those from a nonmeaty breed, which is an important consideration when you’re selling meat by the pound. The same goes for wool: the fiber from wooly breeds can fetch more than ten times the price of that from nonwooly breeds. In fact, the wool from some nonwooly breeds can be worth almost nothing on the wool market.




  Although I’m going to divide the meat and wool breeds into first-tier and second-tier lists, this refers to their history and genetic potential rather than to the price you should expect to pay to buy one. A healthy, happy, and well-formed animal from any breed is going to command top dollar, while a lesser specimen from any breed will not—even if I included that breed in the top tier. There are a few notes at the end of this chapter on what to look for when buying individual animals.




  THE MEAT BREEDS




  Sheep that have been bred for optimal meat production tend to be large, with dark faces and possibly colored wool (since they haven’t been bred to have exclusively white wool), and be descendents of the famous British Isles meat breeds: Hampshire and Suffolk. Their top-tier membership roster includes:




  Columbia




  East Friesian




  Hampshire




  Oxford




  Suffolk




  Second-tier meat breeds—breeds that produce good quantities of meat but aren’t quite in the league with the superstars of the first list—include:




  Border Leicester




  Bluefaced Leicester




  Cheviot




  Dorper




  Dorset




  Katahdin




  Lincoln




  Montadale




  North Country




  Cheviot




  Polypay




  Romney




  Rambouillet




  Shropshire




  Southdown




  Targhee




  Texel




  Tunis




  Wiltshire




  Panama
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  A Southdown cross ram lamb watches a visitor walk to the barn at Fat Rooster Farm. Owners Jennifer Megyesi and Kyle Jones raise over a hundred lambs each spring for their organic meat operation.




  THE WOOL BREEDS




  Sheep that have been bred for their wool production tend to be smaller, white-faced, white-wooled (since white wool can be more consistently dyed than naturally colored wool), and at least distantly related to that grand-champion southern European wool breed: the Merino. Wool breeds tend to have lost the coarse, outer coat of their wild ancestors in exchange for more of the soft, insulating inner coat that is so good for spinning and working. The star cast of wooly characters features:




  American Cormo




  Booroola Merino




  Columbia




  Corriedale




  Debouillet




  Delaine Merino




  East Friesian




  Panama




  Rambouillet




  Targhee




  The second-tier wool breeds include:




  Bluefaced Leicester




  Border Leicester




  Cheviot




  Clun Forest




  Dorset




  Lincoln




  Montadale




  North Country




  Cheviot




  Perendale




  Polypay




  Romeldale




  Romney




  Shropshire




  Southdown




  Texel
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  Razzamatazz, a Shetland ewe lamb, looks around the pasture at Maple Ridge Sheep Farm in Braintree, Vermont. Owners Linda and Tuthill Doane imported the first Shetlands into the United States in 1986.




  
THE ALL-AROUND PUREBREDS





  The observant among you will have noticed that several breeds show up on both the meat and the wool lists. In particular, the Columbia is a top performer in both categories—being originally a cross of the Rambouillet and Lincoln, each of which scores well in its respective category. The East Friesian also appears atop both categories and is also considered to be the best all-around milk-producing breed. Other all-around breeds that are favored for both meat and wool are the Border Leicester, Cheviot, Dorset, Lincoln, Montadale, North Country Cheviot, Lincoln, Polypay, Romney, Rambouillet, Shropshire, Southdown, and Targhee.




  The even more observant among you will have noticed that I left the Bluefaced Leicester out of this list, even though it appears in both categories. Rather than being a general-purpose breed, the Bluefaced Leicester is used primarily to produce ewe lambs for sale to shepherds who will use them for crossbreeding (more on that in a minute). The Wensleydale is another such breed, while most of the all-star meat breeds—the Hampshire, Oxford, and Suffolk, along with the Shropshire, Southdown, and Texel—are used primarily to produce ram lambs for crossbreeding. In other words, shepherds who have purebred flocks of these breeds are raising them primarily for breeding stock, not for meat or wool.




  UNIMPROVED, RARE, OR HEIRLOOM BREEDS




  Don’t forget the important subset of purebreds: the so-called unimproved, antique, or heirloom breeds. The very act of “improving” a breed for meat or wool means the inadvertent “de-proving” of some other trait—usually one related to heartiness and ease of lambing.




  Heirloom breeds are generally those that have been left alone over the centuries to breed amongst themselves. They often maintain something of their original wildness, and they can survive extremes of heat and cold, scratch out a living on marginal real estate, and drop a lamb or two in the springtime with very little commotion. You won’t enjoy huge legs of lamb or $100 fleeces from these animals, but you will certainly get both meat and wool from these breeds—albeit in less lucrative quantities than from their improved cousins.




  The single best reason to choose an unimproved breed, in my opinion, is for their ease of lambing. Now don’t be fooled: every breed is promoted by its boosters for its ease of lambing, for the obvious reason that promoting the opposite would be a deal killer. But giving every student in the class a straight A does not mean that all the students are equally bright, nor does labeling every breed as “easy lambing” mean that they all lamb about the same. Some shepherds feel that their breed lambs easily because the vet only has to be called once or twice a season. Others know that, with an unimproved breed, the vet never has to be called.




  Well, hardly ever. The label unimproved by definition means that the breed has survived without much human selection: the lambs that survived were the ones who were born easily. If you are happy to trade away some potential revenue in order to enjoy a more peaceful lambing season, an unimproved breed may be for you.




  A second reason to choose an unimproved breed is to help safeguard some of the rarer sheep genetics that are in danger of being lost, thanks to the consolidation of industrial agriculture around a few preferred breeds. This isn’t just hard work, it’s also fun. These breeds have breeder associations
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  A Scottish Blackface ram keeps warm under his heavy coat of wool near a barn owned by John Lenihan in Strafford, Vermont. Lenihan usually has his small flock sheared in May.




  and an animal registry along with a cadre of human enthusiasts who are working to prevent these breeds from becoming extinct. Plus, in this age of genetic manipulation, there’s a certain faddishness to all things heirloom these days. You can buy or grow an amazing variety of heirloom tomatoes today—and the same applies to sheep.




  Here’s a list of the more common heirloom breeds:




  Cotswold




  Finnsheep




  Gulf Coast Native




  Icelandic




  Jacob




  Karakul




  Navajo-Churro




  Romanov




  Scottish Blackface




  Shetland




  St. Croix




  Tunis




  Welsh Mountain




  Wiltshire Horn




  The flock I bought from my friends turned out to be just such a breed—the Navajo-Churro. There are a dozen breeders of Navajo-Churro sheep in our part of Vermont, and it’s been a nice added bonus to meet these people and be part of the effort to promulgate this rare and wonderful breed. We raise our sheep primarily for meat, and while our lambs are never as big as those from the commercial breeds, they sure are tasty. The wool from our sheep is also prized by handspinners, thanks to its length and range of natural colors, so I’ve been able to sell some wool too. Nina, in particular—one of the ewes that came to us in our original flock—has the most glorious milk chocolate–colored fleece. You won’t find a color like that in any of the standard wool or meat breeds.




  But being a shepherd of an heirloom breed is not without its drawbacks. First and foremost, any rams or ewes that you purchase for your flock also need to be registered purebreds. If not, your lambs won’t be purebreds, either, and you won’t be perpetuating the breed. The dozen breeders of Navajo-Churro in our area seem to be about the minimum number required to make it somewhat easy to buy and sell purebred animals and maintain the genetic diversity of our flocks.




  Second, it’s worth pausing at least once to inquire why a particular breed has become rare in the first place. Is it because the breed is not particularly hardy or thrifty or easy at lambing time? If so, you may face all the difficulties of the improved breeds without the financial payoff of great meat or great wool. The purebred heirloom moniker may be the selected trait, rather than ease of lambing, and unless you have the enthusiasm and skills to deal with the logistics of this, an heirloom breed may not be the best choice for the beginning shepherd. If there is a group of shepherds in your area that favors a particular heirloom breed, go for it. If not, I’d stick with one of the all-around purebreds I mentioned earlier.




  DAIRY BREEDS




  Most shepherds these days keep sheep for some combination of their wool, meat, or lawn-mowing skills. But a few brave souls keep sheep primarily for their milk. I don’t call them brave souls to disparage sheep’s milk in any way; it’s just that, if you’re going to go to the trouble of bringing an animal inside and getting it cleaned up for milking, you’re going to get a heck of a lot more milk from a cow than from a sheep. As an article on sheep’s cheese I recently read put it, sheep are shy producers.




  Nevertheless, some of the world’s great cheeses come exclusively (or usually) from sheep’s milk, including feta, pecorino romano, Roquefort, ricotta, and more than a dozen others. Most sheep’s milk goes into cheese making—both because you’d need a heck of a lot of sheep to launch a “Got milk?” campaign and because, at roughly twice the butterfat and solids of cow’s milk, sheep’s milk naturally lends itself to cheese making. All sheep breeds produce some amount of milk, but the most commonly milked sheep breeds are:




  Assaf




  British Milksheep




  Clun Forest




  East Friesian




  Lacaune




  I’m not going to delve into the specifics of dairying in this book: like raising breeding stock and genetic selection, dairying is a specialized topic that deserves a book of its own. But there’s nothing like a good, briny feta made from sheep’s milk!




  
CROSSBREEDS





  If you’ve already started talking with your neighbors or reading the classified ads, you’ve no doubt come across an amazing proliferation of crossbreeds for sale. These are listed something like, “Dorset X Romney.” This is read as “Dorset crossed with Romney” or “Dorset-Romney cross.” Many of these hybrids are simply the result of a shepherd buying a convenient ram one year that happened to be of a different breed than the ewes. Some crosses, however, are carefully considered hybrids that are intended to merge the best traits of two breeds and take advantage of hybrid vigor, the phenomenon (commonly observed in dogs and other species) in which mongrel offspring are both smarter and more vigorous than either of the original purebred parents.




  If you’re following the “keep it simple” approach of buying lambs in the spring for slaughter in the fall, a crossbreed is often a good way to go. These lambs, especially if their sire was from a top-tier meat breed, should grow rapidly to a nice, large size. If you’re following the “glorified lawn mower” approach of keeping a few scenic sheep year-round, a crossbreed may also be your best bet, for they tend to be somewhat less expensive to purchase up front. Provided you aren’t planning to use your animals for breeding, you can’t go too wrong with a crossbreed: if the sheep look good, chances are they will be good.




  But if you’ve “bought the farm” and you’re planning to breed your sheep and raise your own lambs, you’d be well advised to stay away from the crossbreeds—at least at the outset. With a crossbreed, you don’t necessarily know what you’re in for come lambing time. In particular, one possibility should be avoided at all costs: a large-breed ram having impregnated a small-breed ewe. You may as well schedule the vet several months in advance to come help deliver all the stuck lambs. Plus, unless you’re an expert sheep geneticist, you’ll have no idea what kind of animal you’ll get if you breed one crossbreed with another. There are plenty of variables in play when starting a new flock of sheep; you’d do well to avoid the additional ones you’ll get by choosing a crossbreed.




  
[image: chpt_fig_010]





  John O’Brien’s flock of forty Romneys moves from one pasture to another at Landgoes Farm in Tunbridge, Vermont. His parents started the flock in the late 1950s with six sheep.




  
HOW MANY SHEEP CAN I HAVE AT MY PLACE?





  The short answer: two sheep per acre of pasture. The long answer: I have no idea—and neither will you, at least at first.




  There are too many variables that go into determining how many sheep you can graze in a given area. How good is the grass? Are there lots of legumes? Are the pastures being rotated? How much rain falls in your area in a regular year? How much has fallen this year? Is any falling right now? Did your sheep get into the pasture too early this spring and stunt the pasture’s growth by nipping it in the bud? Or is this the first time there have been animals grazing on your land in a hundred years?




  Lots of rain and rich soil means lots of grass and lots of sheep—maybe four or more animals per acre. Little rain on poor soil means just the opposite; even one sheep per acre could be too many.




  In general, you want to have enough pasture available to feed your flock during the driest time of the year. If you overshoot on the numbers a little bit, you can always buy hay during the drought time—but then you are feeding your animals expensive hay instead of free pasture. Start small. If you are planning on raising your own lambs, it’s easy to add more animals later. (In fact, it’s nearly impossible not to!) It would be better to discover you never used your back pasture rather than scramble to feed a bunch of hungry mouths during a dry summer.
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“Beautifully illustrated with color photos, this is the
single best book on keeping sheep.—Booklist
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Everything You Need to Know to
Raise Your Own Flock

Chuck Wooster - Photographs by Geoff Hansen
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