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Foreword

Sheep have provided man with food, drink and clothing for more than ten thousand years. When first domesticated in Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq, Turkey and Iran), these wild Mouflon sheep were much smaller than modern domestic breeds and covered in coarse coloured wool. The sheep slowly moved west into Western Europe and then on to the Americas (both North and South). Softer, whiter fleeces typically are more desirable and profitable. Many of the very early writers describe the process of selective breeding, which continues to this day to provide the consumer (and the sheep) with the best of everything.

Many cities in the British Isles and throughout Europe were built on the wealth that quality wool provided. Bradford in the north of England was once the centre of the international wool trade with its magnificent Yorkshire stone Wool Exchange, where deals worth millions of pounds were agreed and sealed with a shake of the hand. How things change!

A number of the ancient breeds are at risk of extinction, and were it not for the dedication of small breeders would disappear altogether. Typically, they are not commercially viable and are bred for the pleasure they give and speciality markets such as hand-felting and rug-weaving. The rare breeds and the upland sheep keep many of the inaccessible areas of our countryside under control, through conservation grazing.

I hope that this book adds to the pleasure of your rambles – walking is one of the best ways of keeping fit and healthy and enjoying the sights and sounds of the countryside. Please keep your pets under control, and remember that you are walking in someone’s work place, someone’s office!

Jack Byard, Bradford, 2019

NOTE: All weights, sizes and measurements in this book are averages based on breed records and the terrain in which the animals live.




1 Beulah Speckled Face

Characteristics

The breed is naturally polled (without horns).

Weight: ram 190 lb (86 kg), ewe 115 lb (52 kg).

Fleece weight: 13¾–5¾ lb (1.75–2.5 kg).
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This breed (full name Eppynt Hill Beulah Speckled Face) is most usually seen in its homeland of Wales, although it can be found elsewhere in the British Isles and Europe. The true origins of the breed are unknown, but these sheep have been grazing the hills of Wales for several hundred years and have adapted to the local environment. This is a hardy sheep, grazing on grasses and herbs at an altitude of 1,000–1,500 feet (305–450 metres), and is also in demand for conservation grazing.

The quality wool is used for tweed, fine flannel, hand-spinning, weaving and knitting. The coarser wool is used in rug- and carpet-making. The Beulah Speckled Face also produces quality lean meat. The breed is not known to be timid, and tends to ignore dogs, but if young lambs are present the ewe will attack the dog.




2 Black Welsh Mountain

Characteristics

The rams have impressive horns that curve around the ears, and the ewes are polled.

Weight: ram 143 lb (65 kg), ewe 100 lb (45 kg).

Fleece weight: 2½–5½ lb (1–2.5 kg).
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This is an ancient breed that was recorded in the Middle Ages when it was prized for its quality meat as well as its wool. It is the only black sheep breed in the UK, the tips of the fleece bleaching to a reddish brown in the sun. Around two hundred years ago in the mountain flock an occasional black lamb was born; from that time some shepherds decided to breed only black sheep, improving the fleece and the meat quality at the same time. The Black Welsh Mountain was recognized as a breed in 1922, and was exported to the USA in 1972.

This hardy, disease-resistant breed is quite able to take care of itself in its harsh living environment. The wool can be used in its natural colour or mixed with other fibres. It is used undyed for fine tweed; the wool produces a durable, light and warm cloth. The meat is also of excellent quality with a distinct flavour.




3 Blackface

Characteristics

The rams and ewes are both horned.

Weight: ram 150–170 lb (68–77 kg), ewe 115–130 lb (52–59 kg).

Fleece weight: 3¼–7 lb (1.7–3 kg).
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The history of the Blackface (or Scottish Blackface) is lost in the mists of time. Monks in the twelfth century bred sheep that are the ancestors of the Blackface, used the wool to make clothing and exported wool to Europe. In 1503 it is recorded that James IV of Scotland had a flock around five thousand strong, and improved the breed. During the Highland Clearances in Scotland in the mid-eighteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries the crofters were removed, sometimes forcibly, to make way for the Blackface. It has developed over many years, surviving in a harsh climate and not always having the finest grazing.

Today it is found in the Scottish Highlands, the Scottish Borders, the Pennines, Dartmoor and Northern Ireland, as well as the USA, Argentina and Italy. The long, coarse wool is a protection against the harsh weather in their chosen grazing ground.

The first-quality wool is used to produce the world-famous Harris Tweed, the medium class is used in the manufacture of quality carpets around the world, and the remainder is exported to Italy to be used as mattress filling. In the USA it is used for rugs and horse blankets. The breed is also known for its top-quality meat.




4 Bluefaced Leicester

Characteristics

The rams and ewes are polled.

Weight: ram 240 lb (110 kg), ewe 196 lb (89 kg).

Fleece weight: 2½–4½ lb (1–2 kg).
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The breed was developed in the UK in the 1700s by Robert Bakewell and originally called the Dishley Leicester, becoming the Bluefaced Leicester in the early twentieth century. The fleece is usually white but can be brown (“moorit”); the skin on the head is blue, and it has a handsome Roman nose. It is not a hardy breed, a trait common in most fine-wool breeds. The prime purpose of this highly commercial breed is to cross-breed with hardy hill ewes – Blackface, Swaledale, Welsh Mountain and Cheviot – to produce Mule ewes. Mule, in this context, means any cross-bred sired by a Bluefaced Leicester. Mules make up over 50 percent of cross-bred ewes.

The Bluefaced Leicester is mainly used for meat but the fleece – which is tightly purled, like tiny knots – is used in the making of quality cloth and is becoming increasingly popular for hand-spinning and knitting wool. A record £23,000 guineas (around $30,000) has been paid for a brown ram. Exported to Canada in 1970 it then found its way to the USA, and is also found in New Zealand and Australia.




5 Border Leicester

Characteristics

The rams and ewes are polled.

Weight: ram 308–386 lb (140–175 kg), ewe 198–264 lb (90–120 kg).

Fleece weight: 13–19 lb (6–9 kg).
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The Border Leicester is a large, long breed with a Roman nose. It can be found all over the British Isles, and is a descendant of the Dishley Leicester (see Bluefaced Leicester).

Robert Bakewell was a disciple of the English agricultural pioneers Jethro Tull and Viscount Townshend (known to his friends as “Turnip”). Prior to the innovative work of such people in the eighteenth century all sheep were allowed to breed as and when they liked. Bakewell separated the breeds and allowed mating only at specific times, between “matching” ewes and rams. These changes drastically improved the breed, which was developed in the border country of Northumberland; as a result, in 1850 this New Leicester became the Border Leicester. Whether it was the Teeswater or the Cheviot that was used to create the breed is a much-debated point.

This popular breed is now found in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, France, Spain, Portugal, Canada, the USA and many other countries. The excellent quality, long, lustrous wool is used by hand-spinners and as knitting wool; the meat is of good quality.




6 Clun Forest

Characteristics

The rams and ewes are without horns.

Weight: ram 175–200 lb (79–91 kg), ewe 130–160 lb (59–72 kg).

Fleece weight: 4½–5¾ lb (2–2.5 kg).

[image: Images]
The hardy Clun Forest breed originated in the area surrounding the Clun Forest in Shropshire in the early 1800s, and the Clun Forest Sheep Breeders Society was formed a hundred years later. It is believed semi-nomadic shepherds living in the forest a thousand years ago were the original breeders, and the sheep can still be found grazing the hills around the Welsh Borders. Apart from meat and wool the Clun Forest is also bred for its superb milk which is high in butterfat, as a result of which the lambs, usually twins, grow quickly. It is crossed with dairy breeds of sheep to improve the quality of sheep cheeses.

The breed is also found in the USA, mainly in Virginia, and in France, the Netherlands and the Czech Republic. The breed is known for its quality meat and creamy white fleece, which is used in hosiery and knitting yarns. Large quantities are exported to Japan for use in futons.
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