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INTRODUCTION

Learning to raise wool animals is an age-old tradition. Sheep, goats, alpacas, llamas, and rabbits are some of the animals raised for fiber. I chose to focus on the Pygora breed of goat over a decade ago. After researching wool-producing animals, I decided goats fit into our farm and lifestyle the most. The Pygora goat is a specialty breed that was developed in the twentieth century from a breeding program between the registered Pygmy breed and the registered Angora goat breed. They are hardy and friendly goats. We enjoyed raising our small Pygora flock and welcoming the new babies in the spring. We learned to shear this breed and harvest the soft downy mohair fleece. Pygora fleece is so fine that it works better as yarn if it is blended with a wool that has more memory to it, such as merino. Sheep were added to our flock in the last few years and we created a line of farm yarn from our wool-producing animals.

Recently, I challenged myself to a year of sheep and wool immersion study. I began reading, meeting other shepherds, taking classes, getting personal instruction, and picking the brains of fellow crafters and shepherds. I tried to gain a deeper understanding of the connection we have to the ancient practice of raising sheep.

I made the decision to focus on sheep in this book, but much of the information in these pages applies to any kind of fiber animal. You’ll find more specific information on other animals starting on page 57.

In the pages to follow, I encourage you to keep learning. Find your own rhythm for farming, and do what works for you as long as the animals are well cared for. No matter if you choose to raise two sheep or sixty alpacas, observe, roll up your sleeves, and keep learning. When you harvest that first year of fleece from your flocks, run your hands through it. Feel the fiber. You and your flock created that raw material. It’s renewable, too. You will discover what you love about it and adjust for improvement. And soon you will hold the clean roving or yarn in your hands and decide what it can become.

This book is partly our story of shepherding, growing fleece animals, and preparing yarn, but it also includes stories from a number of other craftspeople, shepherds, teachers, mill owners, and dye artists. If you dream of owning a fiber farm of any size, raising and caring for the animals, shearing, preparing, spinning, dyeing, knitting, weaving, or felting, this is your story, too. I hope that this book will encourage you to step down the path and begin the journey.
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“If someone wants a sheep, then that means that he exists.”

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry



Choosing Animals and Making a Plan

You might be choosing to raise a fiber flock because you love to knit or to spin wool into yarn. Sheep are an attractive choice for many people because they come in various sizes, and most are well mannered in the barnyard. Sheep are nonaggressive for the most part, except for rams. They easily adapt to the management style that is right for you. Satisfaction is found in raising animals that provide fiber for clothing and warmth, in addition to milk, cheese, and meat. Preparing handspun yarn, weaving cloth, and creating craft goods for sale are worthwhile, rewarding pursuits.

Goats, llamas, and alpacas are also fiber-producing animals discussed later in the book. Angora rabbits fit the needs of someone who can’t raise traditional fiber-producing livestock, perhaps because they live in an apartment or townhome and don’t have space for a larger animal. Angora fiber can be used by itself or blended with sheep wool or alpaca fiber.

Are you considering raising a small flock of wool-producing animals? What would that look like for you? Consider the time you have available to care for the animals. Most small ruminants don’t require much in the way of daily hands-on care. As long as they are fenced in securely, fed, watered, and have access to shelter, they don’t need a great deal of supervision. Take into account your finances. If you don’t have unlimited grazing land, you will need to provide hay and possibly some grain for optimal nutrition. Hay prices can vary, so it’s hard to give an estimate of how much you’ll need to spend. Check with other local farmers to find out who the best local hay providers are and what they charge.
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Before raising fiber animals, I thought that I would carry out every step in the process from fresh shorn fleece to yarn. The truth was, I could not do it all. We have other farming tasks to take care of in addition to the fiber flock, and there is only so much time in a day. As fleeces stacked up in our basement, I realized that my dream of doing it all was not going to come true anytime soon. I began to research using commercial mills for yarn production. Outsourcing this step in the process allowed me to focus on keeping the animals healthy and the farm running somewhat smoothly. I hired a few mills over the years and then found one that really met the criteria for what I wanted in a yarn product.

You may have fewer animals and more time to do it all. But if you find that you can’t tackle every step of the process effectively, decide which parts are most important to you, or that you most want to do yourself. Then create a plan that works for you. Hire a shearer, hire a mill, or do it all yourself. The journey is yours to design.

HOW MUCH LAND IS NEEDED TO RAISE SHEEP AND FIBER ANIMALS?

Do you need to own a ranch with dozens of acres? You might laugh, but this was my belief before acquiring our fiber flock. I had only been exposed to large animal farming operations—I hadn’t seen anyone raising a small number of ruminant animals for their personal fiber, spinning, and yarn needs. I didn’t realize there was more than the world of big agriculture.

It is entirely possible to raise sheep and smaller fiber animals in a relatively small backyard. Sheep do very well in a grassy paddock. The key is in the management. Sheep and goats are ruminants, so they do best with plenty of grass and plants to eat. If you don’t have the plant life and grazing pastures for your animals, you will need to provide hay and forage. This will require more planning and more work, but it’s certainly possible. In fact, over 70 percent of the wool produced in the United States comes from small farms.

Reasons for raising sheep are as varied as the products we can obtain from them. Some people raise sheep primarily for meat. The same is true for goats. There are some breeds of goats and sheep that are perfect for meat production. Producers who are only interested in raising meat often focus on hair breeds of sheep. The hair breeds grow a woolly covering, including a sturdy hair, which self-sheds. Hair sheep don’t require the expense of a sheepshearer each year.

Often, farmers raising wool-producing breeds of sheep and goats will also sell some animals for meat. The reverse is true also. Shepherds raising meat sheep can also receive additional income from good fleeces if they choose the right breeds. One size does not fit all. The attractive quality of raising fiber animals is that you can develop your own reasons and methods. As long as the animals’ needs are being met, you have the freedom to enjoy your flock and develop the products that are right for you.

There are many right ways to raise fiber animals to meet their needs. Take careful stock of your situation. What type of animals would be best suited to your property? How many can you comfortably accommodate? If it’s your first time raising small ruminants, there is nothing wrong with starting small, with two or three animals. Daily care and the animals’ physical requirements should be taken into consideration. I believe it’s better to start with a smaller flock so you don’t become overwhelmed with all that is involved in raising animals for fleece and yarn.
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“Don’t buy into sheep; grow into sheep.”

—Katherine Grossman, Granny Miller



HOW MANY SHEEP OR FIBER ANIMALS CAN YOU KEEP?

The number of animals will depend on how much you can spend and the size of your property. Also, keep in mind your physical ability to take care of a large flock. Never buy just one animal. Small ruminants are flock animals—a single sheep is not going to be happy. Not having a flock mate/friend is stressful for the animal.

An acre of fenced land can support six fiber animals if the care requirements are met. Provide a shelter with at least 25 square feet of space per animal.

A good resource for animal space requirements in your area is the local agriculture extension office. They can advise you on a good stocking rate for your land.
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PART I

ALL ABOUT SHEEP
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ACQUIRING SHEEP AND BASIC CARE

Choosing and Buying Sheep

WHERE TO BUY SHEEP FOR A STARTER FLOCK
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Two places I won’t recommend for you to get a sheep are the local fair and the auction house. However, these can be great places to pick up leads on breeds you are interested in. The breeders should be happy to explain their breeding program and management style and answer your questions. They are hectic places, though, and if you are a novice buyer, take time to think about what you have learned. Go over the information when you have time, think about your goals and hopes, then contact the seller and ask to visit for the purpose of purchasing.

Auction houses or livestock sales often offer the culls from flocks. For a beginner shepherd, this may not work out well. You are buying someone else’s rejected lambs or ewes. If you aren’t confident about what you are looking at, this can end up being a costly mistake.

Prices are going to vary widely from area to area. Check the prices from a few sources before committing to buy. Some breeds bring higher prices than others. Checking out some local fiber shows, looking at the fleece, and knowing your purpose for having fiber animals will help you decide on breeds that will work for your needs. (See page 7 for more information on breeds.)

My advice for new shepherds looking for a flock is to get to know the local sheep breeders. Join clubs, organizations, and meetups. Listen carefully to other shepherds’ tips and management styles. When you feel that something meets your goals and plans, investigate further.

Another option might be finding a farmer who is getting out of the sheep business. If they are selling off their flock or part of the flock, you might have the opportunity to buy some quality sheep.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR WHEN BUYING ANIMALS

A generally healthy appearance would be the first thing to look for when considering a purchase. The animal should be alert, aware of your presence, and part of a flock, not standing off by itself.

Look out for any signs of illness—coughing, watery runny eyes, runny nose, poor conformation, limping, or lethargy. Check the back end for signs of scours (runny poop).

Know the regulations regarding sales in your location. Scrapie tags, ear tag identification, and health certificates may be required.

Since you are interested in buying sheep for wool, ask to see the fleece if it is available. Is the ewe in good condition? If her condition after lambing is poor, the fleece may suffer wool break at that point. Wool break is characterized by a horizontal band of weaker fiber in the fleece. It can be caused by lack of good nutrition, illness, parasite overload, or other stresses in the animal’s environment.

When you have no plans or desire to have a breeding operation, you can often purchase wethers at a lower price. While it’s great fun to breed your ewes and have newborn lambs frolicking in the fields, breeding also requires significant additional work. A small flock can quickly become a large flock. When you are managing a small fiber flock on small acreage, this can lead to management problems in a hurry. My intent is not to discourage you from the full range of sheep or fiber animal ownership. My goal is to educate and present the possibilities, so you are informed before you reach the point of no return.
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A “bellwether” is a leader or a trendsetter. Originally the word referred to the bell around the neck of a castrated sheep. Shepherds listened to the bell to determine where the flock was and which direction it was moving.




EWES, WETHERS, OR RAM?

It is not necessary to have intact male animals to have a fiber flock. You need a ram, or access to a ram, only if you are planning to breed the ewes. I rarely recommend owning an intact male animal, for many reasons.

Rams need to be housed separately in most cases. If the male animals graze with access to the ewes, the mating can occur at any time during estrus, which means you can’t plan when the lambs will be born. Housing the intact male separately allows you to choose a general time for the end of gestation. Sheep and goats are pregnant for approximately 150 days. The camelids have much longer gestations. Llamas and alpacas have an average gestation of 350 days, and the gestation period of vicuñas is a bit shorter at an average of 330 days.

Large intact male livestock can be dangerous. One of the most dangerous farm animals is a hand-raised intact male. They are used to being handled, petted, and loved. Once sexual maturity is reached, the male can become very territorial and dangerous. There are exceptions to this statement, of course, but in most cases, intact males require special handling and housing. Rams and bucks can become very aggressive toward anyone trying to get close to the ewes and does. This can make managing a flock difficult.

Consider having a fiber flock without breeding stock. There are plenty of good-quality wethers available for fiber farms. These animals are usually easy keepers and gentle to handle. Often the fiber is some of the best.

Should you change your mind sometime in the future and choose to breed your ewes, a ram is usually available from another breeding operation. Choose a ram based on the qualities you want to further or improve on your farm.

Ram lambs are typically not castrated soon after birth. It’s common practice to allow the urethra a longer time to develop. Urinary tract stenosis and urinary calculi blockage are less prevalent in lambs that are castrated later. Timing the procedure sometime between growth and sexual maturity will lessen the chances of urinary tract problems later in life.

CHOOSING A SHEEP BREED

Unless you are looking at the hair sheep breeds, sheep produce wool. Not all wool is garment quality. Not all wool will spin into a yarn you want to use for creating a sweater or scarf, and the wool from some sheep lends itself to rug making or felting projects. Some wool is best sent to a wool pool type of sale. When farmers don’t have enough wool to send to a fiber mill for processing or simply aren’t interested in that endeavor, they can send the fleece to the wool pool for combined sale with other farms’ wool. Simply put, a wool pool is a group of producers who combine their wool for marketing.

Suffolk sheep produce a coarse wool, but the breed is still popular on small homesteads because it can also be raised for meat.

Long-wool breeds of sheep produce fiber that is quite dramatic in length, which is appealing to hand spinners. The crimp is looser and the fiber has an obvious wave to it. In addition, there is a distinct luster to the wool. Leicester Longwool, Coopworth, Lincoln, Romney, and Wensleydale are some of the breeds considered to be long-wool varieties.

A finer wool can be found in the Rambouillet, American Cormo, and merino breeds. The fleeces are fine with a tight crimp to the fiber. The staple length is shorter.
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Many small farms and homesteads prefer a true dual-purpose breed. These breeds will provide a good meat animal and nice wool, suitable for hand spinning. The yarn from these breeds is commonly used for garments, needle felting, and weaving. If this is your idea of the perfect fiber animal, look at the Finn, Corriedale, Jacob, East Fresian, Polypay, and Targhee breeds. The East Fresian and the Polypay are also excellent dairy sheep.

The traditional meat breeds can also produce a fleece that can meet the needs of the wool fleece buyer. Dorset, Southdown, Cheviot, and Suffolk breeds are well known for meat production and excellent weight gain. The fleece can be used for different types of felting and rug yarns, in addition to pelts for fleece rugs.


Other Products from Sheep
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Meat—Lambs that do not meet the criteria for future breeding or wool production are sold as freezer lambs or processed as cuts of meat that are sold individually. If you are keeping only a small fiber flock, you may not need to deal with this. If you are breeding and selecting for improvement, you will eventually have excess lambs that can be used for meat. A side product from selling a meat lamb is the pelt. Buyers are interested in long locks of wool on a quality pelt. The process of tanning a pelt can take many months but can provide extra income to the farm.

Milk—Sheep milk is good for drinking and cheese making

Leather—Sheep leather can bring in extra income.

Raw fleece—If you don’t want to process the fleece into roving or yarn, the raw fleece can be sold. Hand spinners buy quality fleeces, often at fleece and fiber fairs that occur throughout the year.




Sheep are normally sheared once a year in the late winter or spring. If you breed your ewes, you may want to have them sheared a few weeks before lambing. Some owners choose to do a partial shearing of the rear and belly to make it easier for lambs to find the teats.

With proper flock management, sheep will continue to produce a renewable resource of wool every year for many years.

Preparing to Bring Home Sheep

If you have decided that you are ready to begin fiber farming, what should you do first? No matter if you are bringing home sheep, lambs, goats, kids, or alpacas, llamas, and crias, the first steps are preparation. Taking care of the infrastructure before the animals arrive is much less stressful than trying to do it after you’ve brought them home.

Begin by considering what type of shelter will be needed, an open shed or an enclosed barn. The weather, wind direction, and breeding plans can have an impact on the type of housing to build. It is easier to manage the breeding ewes and does in a barn. They can be closed into stalls or birthing jugs, and the risk from predators will be lowered when the females deliver in the barn.

How much space will be fenced in for grazing? Grazing space is commonly referred to as the stocking rate. Your local county or state agricultural extension agent can help you with this decision. The ratio often used is 6 to 10 sheep per acre. Note that this density will be affected by the climate, quality of the grass, and seasonal changes.

Alpacas are a great choice for small-space fiber raising. The stocking rate per acre is also 6 to 10 animals per acre. The goat stocking rate may be higher than that for sheep and alpacas. Goats on property with plenty of growth from bushes and trees will browse these items first. They will graze if necessary. Don’t be surprised to see your sheep or camelids also foraging for brush and leaves.

Clean up your yard. Any debris, baling twine, fence wire, broken machinery should be removed and broken fence boards should be repaired before turning animals onto the pasture. If you will be grazing animals, dividing the space into two pastures allows you to rotate between the two fields every few days or a week. Even if you only have two sheep roaming the backyard, rotating the grazing will help prevent a parasite overload.


Gradually let your new flock become accustomed to the new forage, feed, hay, and grasses. In most cases, the seller will offer you some feed to use in the transition. Remember that this transition is important and best accomplished slowly. Grain should be mixed 75 percent old/25 percent new for the first day. The next day 50/50 and the following day 25/75. If any scours occur, cut back and make the transition even slower.

Grazing on a new pasture should also begin slowly. Let the animals graze for a few hours, then pen them up with some hay. Increase grazing time each day. Find out what type of hay the animals are used to and put some in the storage area. Even if you have grazing available, hay is good to have if an animal becomes injured or ill and cannot be turned out with the rest of the flock.

Housing

Sheep are much hardier—as far as housing requirements—than fiber-producing goats. Our sheep don’t seem to mind standing out in snow or rain if there is plenty to eat. The lanolin in their wool protects the sheep from becoming drenched with water. Even though the sheep may not be bothered by most weather, it is still good practice to have shelter available. The shelter can be a simple pole shed that provides shade and protection from heavy rain or snow. An open barn near the pasture is another option for sheep to be directed to if the conditions call for shelter. My preference is to have shelter available for all our animals on our farm.

While the sheep may not seem to care if they are outside or inside, long periods of bad weather, extreme cold, and freezing precipitation take their toll. Inclement weather can cause stress for your animals, and I believe less stress leads to better animal products, be it meat or wool.

The sheep section of our barn has a large paddock attached to it. During bad weather the sheep can choose to go in and out. If a large snowstorm is predicted, we can close them in the stall. I have found sheep lying outside in the snow, for no apparent reason, so I choose to keep them in when the snow is heavy.

During the day, our sheep are walked a short distance to the fenced-in grassy field. In this field is a large pole shed from when we raised cattle. The shed provides shade or shelter if needed.


Run-in sheds are easy to construct with three sides made of sturdy material, a roof, and the front open. The sheep can enter and leave as they desire. A run-in shed provides shade and protection from harsh weather. Often, a run-in shed is all that is needed to house a small fiber flock. Make sure the structure is large enough to accommodate the entire small flock.


Robert Griffin, Shepherd/Border Collie Owner/Carpenter
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Robert Griffin shares his story from another perspective. He keeps sheep mainly for training his border collies. Although he is experienced with keeping livestock over the years, he currently has a small flock of Katahdin sheep for his dogs to practice with.

Three hundred years ago, you may have seen a flock of Leicester Longwool sheep grazing the farm near the Chesapeake Bay. Today, finding the farmland within the city limits of a historic tourist town is like finding a jewel.

Robert Griffin, along with his friend Tom, also a builder, are constructing a sheep barn on Griffin’s historic family farm, which dates to the 1700s. The barn combines the modern construction techniques of concrete footer and power tools with hand-hewn wooden pegs that hold the barn together. The craftsmanship connects the past with the present. Although Griffin isn’t raising a wool breed currently, he trains his border collies on the property. Herding dogs are a valuable resource for shepherds raising a larger flock of fleece animals.

Griffin is the first to admit that the barn is much better built than any sheep structure needs to be. For him, the project is enjoyable, and he gets to hang out with his sheep while working. The craftsmanship is evident everywhere you look.

Friends have joked with him that his sheep live in a resort. While the sheep are more interested in the lush green pasture surrounding the barn, they are going to have a well-built shelter when they need to rest away from bad weather or wind.
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