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Introduction

From Sheep to Sweater
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SHEEP DON’T LOOK LIKE THEY’D BE slippery. It turns out, though, that they secrete a waxy substance called lanolin that weatherproofs their fleece—it’s the same stuff that’s in a lot of cosmetics, moisturizers, lip balms, and in the ointment nursing moms slather on cracked nipples. That means that when you try to hang on to one, it slides. The ewe currently wedged belly-up against my legs is no exception: weighing in at around one hundred forty pounds, she is wriggling like a greased-up toddler. A greased-up toddler with hooves. Did I mention that I’m holding a rapidly whirring electric clipper in my right hand? Its blades, which have no safety guard, are sharp enough to sever my finger, or, maybe worse, slice open a major artery on the animal. My arms are glistening with sweat from wrestling the sheep into position, my back already aches, and my Covid mask is stifling me. Learning to shear sheep during the pandemic seemed like a bit of a lark—a way to tap into the romance and resilience of an earlier age; to connect with something enduring when life had become so precarious; to better understand, as a lifelong knitter, where my fiber came from; to get out of my house. Why the hell couldn’t I have stuck to sourdough? I think to myself as I look down at the giant ball of wool beneath me, raise my hand, grit my teeth, and prepare to plunge in.

* * *

THIS WAS CERTAINLY NOT where I imagined myself at the beginning of 2020. In early January I published a book on boys, masculinity, and sexuality, a follow-up to one I’d written about girls. I was on a national tour in a different city every day, doing media spots, meeting hundreds of people at book signings, lining up a roster of speaking engagements for the upcoming spring and fall. The pace was exhausting, exhilarating: I’d worked for decades to get here, to have this platform, this reach, to feel like my ideas were making an impact. In the midst of it all, a friend back in California texted me an emoji, the one that looks like the face in Edvard Munch’s The Scream, along with the words “Covid-19!”

I had no idea what she was referring to.

A couple of months later, things had changed. On March 9, a Monday, I dropped my sixteen-year-old daughter, Daisy, off at high school in Berkeley, then headed to the airport: I was supposed to give three talks in Los Angeles over the next couple of days—at a preschool, a high school, and a college—then fly to New York for a network TV appearance. Ever the modern working mom, I had organized the trip to be home in time for Daisy’s swim meet on Friday. But I was growing increasingly uneasy, thinking about all the people who would have touched the airplane’s seats, tray tables, and armrests (this was when we still believed Covid was transmitted through physical contact). I thought about the myriad surfaces in the hotel rooms; the restaurants where cooks and servers would touch my food, plates, cups, flatware, the pen they’d give me to sign the check. I thought about everyone who’d want to shake my hand at the events, or hug, or ask me to autograph a book they’d been holding with their bare fingers.

All of these things—things I normally wouldn’t have noticed, some that I actively enjoyed—made my breath come short and my chest tighten. Even as I tried to convince myself that it was fine, that I was being ridiculous, I pulled off the freeway to turn around. My plane was leaving in less than two hours. I would not be on it. “But we’ll have hand sanitizer at the event!” one host wailed when I phoned in my apologies.

We all know what happened next. Within forty-eight hours, the students at the college I was booked at were sent home. By Thursday, Daisy’s swim meet was called off, as was that weekend’s SAT (it would be canceled six more times in the coming months; she never did use those number two pencils). Within a week, the high school had shut down; it wasn’t clear how or whether classes for its thirty-four hundred students—many of whom had no computer at home and some of whom did not have a home at all—would continue. It felt like we were falling backward in slow motion, arms and legs flailing for purchase.

What did you do when life came to a terrifying, screeching halt? Me, I read the news incessantly, then avoided reading the news entirely: rinse and repeat for weeks, then months. I fixated on the New York Times Spelling Bee, discovering the hidden, secret designation of “Queen Bee” for those who get all the possible words. I scrolled and kibitzed on social media. I told dear friends, in soulful Zoom sessions, that I loved them (often while accidentally on mute), feeling simultaneously deeply connected and deeply disconnected. I made a list of Great Books for Daisy to read in case school never resumed (she balked). I gave it up and lifted all restrictions on her device use, the ones that were supposed to keep her from becoming a slave to the algorithm. I let her become a slave to the algorithm. I became a slave to the algorithm.

I washed groceries, sealed mail in Ziplocs, nagged everyone to scrub their hands—yes, again!—sanitized my own red and raw. I refused to buy extra toilet paper; I bought extra toilet paper; I felt ashamed for buying extra toilet paper. I made myself cry picturing my husband, Steven, dying of Covid: he is over sixty-five and was not as scrupulously careful as I would have liked if he would only have let me be in total control. I drew up a list of all my passwords and wishes in case I died of Covid. I recalled a self-defense skills class I’d taken with Daisy when she was in kindergarten in which both the kids and the parents were encouraged to “stay safe in your imagination”; I did not stay safe in my imagination. I don’t know anyone who was able to stay safe in their imaginations, except maybe Steven, who always says there is no point fretting over something that might never happen.

There was another layer of worry—more of existential angst—that had been building for me before the pandemic, but my perpetual motion and the vagaries of daily life had allowed me to avoid dwelling on it. I was getting older, a lot closer to sixty than fifty (okay, okay, I was fifty-eight). Steven, a documentary filmmaker, was talking about retirement—retirement!—or only taking on work that genuinely excited him, which amounted to the same thing. Daisy would be leaving for college in a year, ending the most intensive time of parenting and taking a chunk of my identity with her. Who would I be once she was gone? Watching from the kitchen as she sat at the dining room table doing research on colleges, I remembered the three-year-old in red sneakers, her hair in two spouts on top of her head, who would peek around the doorway wanting to play pretend. “Look at this, a little child!” I was supposed to say in mock surprise. “Are you all alone? Can I be your mama?” It was a bit she wanted me to repeat over and over until I was exasperated—and why was I so exasperated, why didn’t I play as long as she would want?

I wasn’t ready. Not for any of it. There are libraries of books for women on balancing work and motherhood—I wrote one myself!—as if that is the entirety of our existence. This next phase? It’s like dropping off a cliff. Yet another cliff. We are not a culture, to say the least, that venerates older women—the sheer amount of age-forfending plastic surgery we engage in (not blaming, just noting) is testament to that. When someone wrote in the New York Times that while she was turning sixty, she still felt twenty, I thought, Yes. . . . and no. Turning sixty, I feel sixty. Like even though I can—flex!—still do a handstand in yoga class, that doesn’t take away from the amount of sand at the bottom of my personal hourglass. Now, suddenly, in lockdown, I had a lot of time to ruminate about how I got here, what I might have done differently, how I might spend the precious productive years that remained, how few they were starting to seem in number. Writing felt impossible, but that didn’t matter—my work had evaporated anyway, leading to yet another source of panic. Just when I’d gotten my life together, it seemed to be unraveling.

I confided my feelings all day, every day, to my mom. She never answered back. That’s because she’s been dead since 2016, a month shy of her eighty-sixth birthday. In the four years prior to that, she’d struggled with advancing Parkinson’s disease, a heart valve replacement, a long-overdue cochlear implant, and, finally, terminal pancreatic cancer. She spent her last eleven days in a hospital bed in the living room of the apartment she’d shared with my dad at an independent living facility, unable to eat, drinking only tiny sips of water from a dropper. My dad, her children, her grandchildren, all wandered in and out, mixing our mourning with the mundane: we would be eating pizza or take-out Chinese at the dining room table; Mom would be on the other side of the room, dying. It was intense and it was difficult, but it was not bad. That ushering out felt like part of life, natural. We could all be there for her and for one another in a way we’d be denied were it happening now—a loss within that greater loss that I can’t even fathom.

My mom was the one who’d first taught me to knit when I was around eleven. This would prove so ubiquitous among women I met while writing this book that I began abbreviating it in my notes as SLFHM, she learned from her mom. No surprise there: craft has always been the province of women. Lessons on food or thread weave us together across the warp of time, the weft of space. For my mom and me, knitting bridged the generation gap, created reliably neutral ground where we could meet. When things were fraught between us—when I bristled at her, fairly or not, for being intrusive or narrow-minded or lacking all boundaries, when I resented that as a housewife of her era she could not be the guide to contemporary womanhood I needed—we could still bond over a trip to the yarn store, picking out our patterns, comparing colors, fondling the merch. She was a far better knitter than I, too, so although I dismissed her advice on nearly everything else, I would eagerly seek it out on a complicated sweater.

I never did ask how she learned to knit—her own mother, an immigrant from the nebulous region of Eastern Europe known only as “the Old Country,” did not, to my knowledge—so the answer disappeared at my mom’s death, along with those to so many other questions that, in the self-absorbed ways of daughters, it never occurred to me to ask. Mom, were you happy? Did you have regrets? Were you ever lonely? Who did you talk to when things got hard? How did you survive parenting a teenage girl? And how, as that girl prepared to leave home, did you ever let her go? I don’t know, at any rate, that I would’ve wanted to hear the answers, that I would’ve listened. I may have griped to my friends that my mother didn’t see me, not the real me, but did I ever truly see her? Did I even try?

What I really wish for now is something impossible, in defiance of both physics’ and nature’s laws: not to talk to her as she was at the end of her life (or as she would be were she still alive today, at ninety)—physically frail, psychologically shaky—but to have a conversation with her at my age, and for me to be this age as well. Instead, I talk to her in my head, taking on both our roles, while knitting my thoughts, feelings, and fears into multicolored blankets and warm winter hats, just as she taught me.

In the pandemic’s early days, the rhythm of my hands, of the needles, as I sat on the couch watching TV (whether the news or anything but the news) was the only thing that calmed me, kept me still and patient. I couldn’t control what was happening in the world but I could control this: the tossing of the yarn, the tugging of the loop, the counting of the stitches, the accrual of the rows. Knitters are fond of pointing out that the repetitive action of needlework, like meditation or yoga, induces a relaxation response. It can lower blood pressure, heart rate, stress hormones. As a bonus, you get the primal joy of transforming raw material into something useful and, hopefully, beautiful. No wonder during this time everyone who could—everyone safe and stable within a certain social class, all of us “worried well”—embraced old-timey, domestic crafts. We yearned for the tangible even as we flocked to the virtual, reverted to bygone comforts even as the present (and the future) were yanked from beneath us. We turned skills that were once—but are no longer—crucial to survival into ’grammable symbols of self-sufficiency and indomitability.

I was especially primed for such behavior, and not only because my mom was a knitter. Her father’s family had homesteaded in North Dakota, sponsored by a German-Jewish industrialist who had dedicated his fortune to rescuing his Eastern European compatriots from pogroms and persecution. Initially, his charity paid my great-grandparents’ passage from Minsk to Moisés Ville, an agricultural settlement in Argentina that some envisioned as an alternative to a homeland in Palestine. They hated it, and subsequently, through the same organization, made their way north and west.

As an adult, I would recognize the true cost of their good fortune: the homestead was just up from the Standing Rock Sioux reservation where the Lakota and Dakota people had been corralled to make room for those white settlers. As a girl, though, I loved my grandpa’s stories about picking chokecherries and blackberries, about clearing fields, raising barns, breaking wild horses. I even liked hearing about how his older brother, who’d moved to Montana, shimmied up a drainpipe during the 1918 flu pandemic for a clandestine visit to his wife who was quarantined in the hospital; she recovered, he got sick and died. It seemed so . . . romantic.

Maybe that’s why, scrolling by all those loaves of bread, tie-dyed sweat suits, and DIY knockoffs of Harry Styles’s cardigan, I began to think, Why stop there? This enforced pause in life could be my one chance to connect not only with my mom but with my ancestors, to act out my fantasies of going full-on Little House—setting aside the fact that Laura Ingalls, whom I also adored as a child, was, frankly, racist, and, in her post-frontier life, believed the New Deal was a socialist plot. I’d long dreamed, for reasons that, much as my editor would like me to, I can’t fully explain, of making a garment from scratch: shearing a sheep (though I did draw the line at raising one, or at least the city zoning laws drew that line for me), processing fleece, spinning and dyeing yarn, then knitting up the result.

Now, with an indefinitely empty calendar, nothing was stopping me from trying—at the very least, it would take my mind off the state of the world, give me something to do besides sit here and stew. What I didn’t expect was all I’d discover about how clothing has shaped civilization, class, culture, power, or its pivotal role in our environmental future. I didn’t imagine how these ancient skills would deepen my awareness of women’s work or challenge my sense of place and home. I didn’t anticipate that this quirky little project would reflect the social justice reckonings of the moment, or that making yarn would help me untangle the knots of my own life. All I knew was that while everyone else was stress-baking and doomscrolling, I felt an inexplicable, unquenchable urge to confront a large animal while wielding a razor-sharp, juddering clipper; shear off its fleece; and figure out how to make it into a sweater.





1

You Do Ewe
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IT’S NOT AS SIMPLE AS YOU might think to find a sheep to shear. For one thing, they don’t produce fleece on demand. Shearing is seasonal work, and that season varies somewhat with geography and climate. In Northern California, where I live, it runs January to June. Any other month, you will be largely out of luck. Also, may I remind you, I was attempting this project during the height of the pandemic. It would have been challenging to find another person willing to stand six feet apart from me for an afternoon of any activity, let alone one involving a huge amount of sweat and heavy breathing.

Even under ordinary circumstances, learning to shear is tricky. There is only one annual five-day course offered in the entire state: in Mendocino County, a few hours north of my home in Berkeley. I’d tried to sign up for it before, but either it was offered when I was going to be out of town (because in the Before Times I was seemingly always going to be out of town), or the online registration closed too quickly. In 2019, the class filled within two minutes. I don’t know why all these people are so intent on stripping down a sheep; since there continues to be a critical shortage of professional shearers, I presume that most, like me, are crafters in it primarily for the experience.

Maybe that was another reason sheep shearing appealed to me: it is a job drifting toward extinction. As a writer of books—a trade that, in the modern world, seems to be going the way of the blacksmith, the lamplighter, the gandy dancer (the what, you say? Exactly)—I have a fascination with defunct jobs of bygone eras. In the U.S. there are fewer than five hundred professional shearers left for over five million sheep. The larger, commercial endeavors bring in crews from Central and South America or Australasia, but in those regions, too, the trade is in decline. Australia has only twenty-eight hundred shearers for roughly seventy-three million animals; there are apparently too many other ways to make a living that don’t require bending over for eight hours a day while an ungulate kicks you in the face. During the pandemic, when travel was restricted, the shearer shortage hit a crisis. In Spain, farmers became so desperate that they petitioned the king to intervene with the government on their behalf, allowing them to charter a plane for shearers from Uruguay.

Given all that, automation would seem inevitable, even desirable, but so far all attempts to mechanize shearing have been a bust. A much-ballyhooed effort in the 1980s, the “shear magic,” required an operator to stretch out a sheep’s legs as if it were being rotisseried and strap it to a rack before two clippers dropped down from above, like scrubbers in a car wash, to shave it clean. The process not only looked traumatic for the animal, it took twice as long as hand shearing. Plus, the machine wasn’t portable, so it couldn’t be carried from ranch to ranch.

A decade or so later, something called “biological wool harvesting” also had a moment: ranchers would cover their sheep with what looked like giant hairnets, then inject them with a protein that would cause the fleece to break at the skin. After a month, they removed the net and, voilà! The wool fell right off. It sounded good, but the nets were fiddly things, and anyway, they only worked on smaller animals, so interest quickly faded. Most recently, in 2019, an Australian tech company unveiled a pair of disembodied, robotic arms that eerily mimic a human shearer’s movements. They’ve so far only been tested on life-sized 3D-printed sheep (designed, also eerily, to replicate the shape and contours of the real thing, except without faces or legs), but since the arms become “smarter” with each shearing, they may someday hold promise; certainly the plastic sheep seemed unfazed by the experience.

At any rate, the Mendocino class, like everything else, was canceled during the pandemic. There were a few courses still running in other parts of the country, but they were in places where too many people for my comfort did not believe Covid was real; besides, I wasn’t eager to get on an airplane. To add to the difficulty, I was determined to learn from a woman. Thirty-some years ago, when I moved from Manhattan to the Bay Area, I briefly took up windsurfing: it fit my Hollywood-inflected vision of What One Does in Sunny California. I did not fully comprehend that San Francisco was in the chilly, northern part of the state, nor that the water in the bay typically hovers around fifty-four degrees. My first time out, buffered by a neoprene wetsuit that made me feel like the Michelin man, I tried repeatedly to heave the sail out of the water. No luck. Female surfers don’t have the upper-body strength to muscle the mast like guys can. But my teacher, also a woman, said she saw that as an advantage. We had to learn sooner to surf correctly, through balance and counterweight. Ultimately, she felt that made us progress faster. I suspected the same principle might hold true in shearing.

It turns out that while the number of women in the profession has grown over the past several decades, 95 percent of shearers are still male. In part, that’s because the work is, indeed, so physically grueling: shearers are fond of saying that theirs is considered “the hardest job in the world,” and that they burn five thousand calories daily. Running a marathon, by comparison, burns a piddling twenty-six hundred. Although I’m duly impressed by that information, the message clearly doesn’t sink in, since I persist in believing that, as a woman on the south side of middle age, I will easily be able to do this thing. No problem, sign me up!

The job may also skew male because it’s migratory work—small-flock shearers have to go to where the sheep are, driving thousands of miles a season, sleeping in cheap motels or the cabs of their pickup trucks. Shearers have the rugged, rambling reputation, if not quite the mystique, of cowboys. That lifestyle doesn’t necessarily appeal to many women, let alone mesh with potential family obligations. Really, though, the biggest reason for the gender disparity is that age-old combo of tradition and misogyny. Shearing is one of the many vocations (like seafaring or stock trading) that, for generations, hung an invisible “no girls allowed” sign outside its clubhouse, convinced that the presence of a coworker with a vulva was an existential threat to a precious way of life. Historically, in Australia, when a woman approached the shearing shed, whichever man spied her first would shout, “Ducks on the pond!” indicating that the other dudes should stop their presumably incessant cursing and spitting and, I don’t know, comb their hair or pull their pants up to cover their ass cracks or hide their porn or some such.

Eventually, through numerous inquiries at local yarn shops and fiber studios, I found Lora Kinkade. A tall, broad-shouldered twenty-nine-year-old, with strawberry-blond hair cut in a chin-length bob, she has been a professional small-flock shearer for four years. She also manages an organic produce farm near Mendocino. Lora knew a ranch in Sonoma County raising some longer-haired sheep breeds that could stand a midseason trim. She would be pleased, she said, to give me a lesson.

* * *

BELLY, CRUTCH, UNDERMINE, TOP KNOT, NECK, CHEEK, FIRST SHOULDER, SHORT BLOWS, LONG BLOWS, LAST SIDE.

BELLY, CRUTCH, UNDERMINE, TOP KNOT, NECK, CHEEK, FIRST SHOULDER, SHORT BLOWS, LONG BLOWS, LAST SIDE.

There are many ways to shear a sheep, but today’s most used approach globally was pioneered in the 1950s by a Kiwi named Godfrey Bowen—referred to as “the Nureyev of shearing”—along with his brother, Ivan, who may have resented that he was not. The Bowen method does, indeed, unfold like a ballet. There are nine positions and forty-eight cuts (or “blows”), starting with the belly, then the “crutch” (under the tail and between the legs), the “undermine” (left flank and lower back), and so on—all repeated, along with intricately choreographed footwork, in the same order each and every time. The sheep’s body, too, is guided into a series of precise postures in relationship to the shearer, a semicircle that ends with the animal ideally situated to stand up and walk away. The technique is efficient and ergonomic for both humans and sheep, combining the speediest possible shearing with the least potential for injury to all. It also yields the highest-quality fleece. A charismatic public speaker, Godfrey traveled and taught throughout the world. He received an MBE (member of the Order of the British Empire) in 1960 for his exceptional contribution to the realm, the same honor later bestowed on the likes of Ed Sheeran and Adele. A few years later, Nikita Khrushchev conferred the Star of Lenin on him for his work with Soviet shearers (the actual Nureyev had by then defected). Godfrey, who promoted the idea of competitive shearing, was also among the first people inducted into the New Zealand Sports Hall of Fame. He died in 1994, at the age of seventy-two, but I think he’d be chuffed to know that a YouTube video of his work has been viewed over three million times.

Also on YouTube: some gruesome videos shot by animal rights activists of sheep being maimed, cut, and even left to die by shearers. Anytime humans interact with animals—whether for food, fiber, or as pets—abuses happen, and they are inexcusable; I don’t want to dismiss that. There may be aspects of large-scale shearing that unwittingly encourage inhumane treatment—the machismo; the fact that payment is often based on the number of sheep sheared; the ways that shearers are pitted against one another, assigned to their spots based on their previous day’s count. Some ranches also engage in mulesing, a controversial practice in which strips of skin are painfully sliced from around the animals’ tails to reduce the threat of a fatal maggot infestation. Still, mistreatment is not the norm, most certainly not among smaller flock shearers. The truth is, when performed properly, shearing does not harm the sheep. Quite the opposite. In the instructional videos I watch—of Godfrey Bowen and many others—the process is quick and the sheep docile, flopping about like rag dolls. “I’m not saying they love it,” Lora tells me when we speak on the phone, “but it doesn’t hurt them, and it’s necessary.”

She’s right about that. To find a time before sheep required shearing you’d have to go back to the Stone Age. More hairy than woolly, that ancient progenitor of today’s animal—the mouflon, a name I think they should’ve stuck with—was one of the first to be domesticated by humans, right after dogs, primarily as a source of milk and meat. Somewhere along the line, some clever soul discovered that twirling together strands of the mouflon’s coat created strong, sturdy cord. It was part of what Elizabeth Wayland Barber, a linguist and textile archaeologist, calls “the String Revolution,” a technological leap as influential as, if less celebrated than, the harnessing of steam during the Industrial Revolution. In her history of ancient women’s work, she writes that string (first derived from plants 120,000 or so years ago) not only resulted in the literal fabrication of fabric, it also allowed humans to tie things together, which meant carrying more. It allowed us to bind, to tether, to develop next-level tools, such as snares to catch animals or nets to catch fish. Barber goes so far as to speculate that—move over, fire—the humble string was “the unseen weapon that allowed the human race to conquer the earth.”

Initially, to harvest fleece, people wandered hither and thither looking for bits that the animals had shed or that had gotten snagged on branches: hence, the aimless, dreamy state we refer to as “gathering wool.” Over the next several thousand years or so, the whole idea of breeding sheep for fiber emerged. The early, primitive varieties had double coats—longer and coarser on top, finer underneath. Women were tasked with plucking the seasonally loose wool directly from the sheep’s bodies, which they did reputedly while rocking and singing to calm the animal, perhaps a precursor to our own counting sheep to fall asleep. Some ancient breeds that remain, such as the Icelandic and Shetland, still drop their heavy winter coat, so are “rooed,” their wool pulled off by hand, each spring.

Sheep continued to co-evolve with people, their cultivation spreading across Europe, Asia, and Africa. Today there are over a thousand breeds of domestic sheep—well over a billion animals worldwide. Some have external ears, some don’t. Some have horns, some don’t. Some produce wool that is plush against the skin, others coarse fiber suitable for high-traffic rugs. Some “hair sheep” don’t produce much fleece at all and are raised primarily for meat, though most contemporary sheep are still woolly.

Since sheep fiber decomposes (beneficial environmentally, if not archaeologically), it’s difficult to pinpoint when, exactly, the transformation of wool into fabric became common. Safe to say it’s been a minute. The oldest examples we’ve got were found on “bog bodies” in Northern Europe: human corpses that had been naturally mummified by peat swamps. Based on their still-visible, preserved wounds, the bog bodies seem mostly to have been pitched into the muck after having met with a violent end: murder, execution, ritual sacrifice. Peat is acidic, so it can dissolve bone but tans protein—skin, hair, nails, internal organs, as well as leather and wool—leaving it so perfectly intact that turf cutters who have inadvertently dug up Iron Age bog bodies have assumed they were freshly killed and called the police.

Some of the earliest surviving wool garments were found in 1835 folded neatly atop the body of “Haraldskær Woman,” a lady around my own age who died in fifth-century BCE Denmark. Forty-four years later, not far away, “Huldremose Woman,” a second female bog body of similar vintage, was found still dressed in a checked wool skirt, a wool scarf, sheepskin capes, and linen underwear. The peat had turned her ensemble brown, but color analysis showed the skirt was once blue and the scarf red, colors that would signify wealth.

During antiquity (and beyond), fortunes rose and fell on sheep. There is a reason that Jason and his Argonauts sought a golden fleece in Greek mythology rather than a golden cowhide. In Italy, the Medici family’s financial empire—whose political, economic, and cultural legacy can be felt to this day—was made possible by their earlier success as wool merchants. In Spain, the wool trade financed the journeys of Columbus and the conquistadors; until well into the eighteenth century, anyone caught exporting sheep from that country without permission was put to death. Under Henry VIII, wool comprised 90 percent of England’s exports, the most valuable commodity of his domain.

After millennia of selective breeding for the fluffiest animals possible, most sheep have lost their ability to shed or otherwise regulate their fiber growth. You could argue that our voracious needs created a monster. Unshorn, modern sheep can die in the summer heat (imagine walking around wearing the equivalent of ten sweaters in ninety-degree temperatures) or lose their balance, tip onto their backs, and slowly suffocate. They become infested with flies, lice, and maggots; they can’t run or see a predator’s approach; they have difficulty grazing; and lambs are unable to reach their mothers’ teats to nurse.

In February 2021, construction workers found a rogue sheep, christened Baarack (get it?), wandering the Australian bush. Struggling and blind beneath years of accumulated wool, he resembled an enormous, grungy cotton ball, but with hooves and a snout. When he was shorn (an event that garnered 18.5 million views on TikTok), his fleece weighed seventy-eight pounds, about ten times that of an average, well-tended sheep. That’s enough for over sixty sweaters or nearly five hundred pairs of socks. Underneath it all, poor Baarack was actually underweight, starving from being unable to get his mouth past all that wool to reach a food source.

Baarack was
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