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Praise for The Lost Flock



‘A windswept love letter to Scotland’s heritage sheep and to the Orkney farming community too. Jane Cooper gives a hands-on account of her quest to save a ‘lost flock’ of primitive sheep – of historic notability.’

Cal Flyn, author of Islands of Abandonment

‘Rare-breed sheep, Scotland’s most dramatic landscapes and a woman on a mission. All the perfect ingredients for an ovine true-life adventure.’

Sally Coulthard, author of A Short History of the World According to Sheep

‘I fell in love with this craft, these sheep, their islands, this determined woman and her story: how a knitter and spinner of wool became a shepherd and changed the fortunes of a rare and ancient breed of sheep; how, if you are bold and passionate enough to pursue, pull and “roo” the threads of a craft, it will take you to the wildest heart of things.’

Nicola Chester, author of On Gallows Down

‘A delightful tale about one woman’s passionate commitment to save a unique breed of sheep. Small, with hairy neck ruffs of black and tan, her chosen wards are not just any sheep; obscure and ignored, Jane’s flock in Orkney were in danger of dying out. The story of their enchanting history and salvation is a tribute to how individual dedication can avert the very worst of outcomes.’

Derek Gow, author of Bringing Back the Beaver

‘There’s so much interesting historical information threaded through Jane Cooper’s book about her adventures to preserve the Lost Flock of Boreray.’

Suzanna Crampton, author of Bodacious: The Shepherd Cat





‘Beautifully written and impeccably researched, Jane Cooper is deeply committed to her flock of Borerays. Cooper proves to be the ultimate ovine detective, solving the three-thousand-year-old mystery of the Lost Flock while simultaneously securing the future of smallhold farming in Orkney. She is a treasure to the industry and a hero to the breed.’


Linda Cortright, founder of Wild Fibers magazine

and author of Twisted Tales

‘Jane Cooper combines intelligence, heart and passion to create a life of integrity not only for herself but for one of the rarest breeds of sheep on the planet – and, ultimately, to build a community that promotes the well-being of all its members, two-foot and four-foot, and of the earth. Her trials and triumphs offer a stellar example for others to follow in their own ways. Bravo!’

Deborah Robson, coauthor of The Fleece and Fiber Sourcebook

‘The Lost Flock is a hugely readable ode to obsession and how one woman’s knitting project led her to fall in love with the rarest of rare breeds and follow her passion to the ends of the earth. Part history lesson, part life lesson, Jane Cooper extols the virtues of preindustrial farming and cultivating a deeper connection with food, land and biosphere. The Lost Flock shows the power of one committed individual to enact positive change and save part of our shared natural heritage from extinction.’

Ross Barnett, author of The Missing Lynx

‘Starting with the history of the Boreray, one of our rarest sheep breeds, The Lost Flock tells the fascinating and rather romantic story of the so-called Lost Flock, a group within the breed that got left behind when the rest were added to the official register. An extremely useful and very well-written addition to the library of books on our native livestock breeds.’

Christopher Price, CEO of the Rare Breeds Survival Trust
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Introduction

The Lost Flock is the story of a remarkable breed of little short-tailed sheep, known as Orkney Boreray, that are now thriving on seven farms and crofts in Orkney, an archipelago of islands just 10 miles from the north-eastern tip of mainland Scotland. It is an unforgettable place that carries a special lure for visitors. The light, the landscapes and sea views, the immersion in thousands of years of history, the welcoming islanders, all are totally captivating. Once experienced, it can be difficult not to feel a yearning to return.

The Orkney Boreray is a unique group within the UK’s rarest breed of sheep, the Boreray, one of the surviving examples of primitive sheep in Northern Europe, termed thus because they have changed little since they arrived thousands of years ago. Named for an island in the remote St Kilda archipelago in the North Atlantic, around 50 miles west of the Western Isles of Scotland where a feral flock still survives, the Boreray are very different in appearance, characteristics and behaviour from modern sheep breeds. Surviving bones and a genotype study have demonstrated the close similarity between Neolithic sheep and the primitive sheep breeds that have survived around the edges of Britain, mostly on Scotland’s islands.

I’ve heard it said that good stories have a beginning, a middle and an end. For this story, we have three beginnings, and three different strands that weave their way through the book.

The first strand is my personal involvement with Boreray sheep and what has happened in my life that caused me to devote myself to the fight to save the Lost Flock – so called because for the past fifty years they have been isolated in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, unregistered and with significant events in their unique story unrecorded or in records lost. My life has changed so much over the past ten years in ways I could never, ever have imagined and I have done things far beyond my expectations of what I was capable of doing.

When I first encountered Boreray sheep, or more accurately their fleece, I was a housewife living in a Victorian terraced house in the middle of Newcastle, involved in a variety of voluntary work, including Guide Dog puppy walking, and where the most physical task I had was tending to my no-dig raised vegetable beds at my allotment. By then, both my children were grown up and had moved away from Newcastle with their jobs.

In 2011, a study holiday to learn more about spinning and lace knitting from one of the UK’s most gifted tutors, author Elizabeth Lovick, took me to Orkney. A place I hadn’t really heard about. A place of the most astounding beauty that utterly captivated me from my first arrival – even before, actually, as the ferry passed the island of Hoy and I saw the waves crashing against the base of tall cliffs and smelled the clean sea air. I didn’t realise then that the islands of Orkney and St Kilda would become such an enormous part of my life. Orkney consists of around seventy islands, the largest being called Mainland. The most northerly island in the archipelago is North Ronaldsay, home to a breed of unique seaweed-eating sheep. St Kilda is far out in the Atlantic Ocean, to the west of the Outer Hebrides, and is much smaller than Orkney with just four islands along with a number of sea stacks. Only the largest island, Hirta, has been inhabited in modern times, but the entire population was evacuated in 1930.

The second strand threading through the story, that has caused me excitement and frustration in equal parts, is the story of my search for the origins of the Boreray breed. I’ve also attempted to track down the history of the distinct group of Boreray sheep now found almost exclusively in Orkney, and generally referred to as the Lost Flock. That story began forty years ago when all other Boreray sheep outside St Kilda were recognised and registered by the Rare Breeds Survival Trust, but the Lost Flock’s location in the Highlands, and the cost of inspection and registration, meant their ancestors weren’t included in this official register – called the Combined Flock Book. Isolated in flocks and remaining in the Highlands of Scotland, because of Flock Book restrictions they weren’t bred with registered Borerays. Consequently, they developed to survive the challenges of conditions very similar to their ancestral homeland of Boreray in St Kilda and quite different to those experienced by registered flocks in ‘gentler’ parts of the UK.

That search for lost and missing information was started by other people over twenty years ago, and I have continued to pursue and expand on the trails they uncovered. I’ve also identified and explored new avenues, turning detective in my attempt to uncover facts that might confirm or refute theories about the exact origins of the Lost Flock. What I have discovered, and is revealed as you read more about the Lost Flock, certainly has implications for the story of the Scottish Highlands and the crofters’ little sheep that are currently recorded as being extinct from the time of the Highland Clearances of the mid- eighteenth to nineteenth centuries.

Woven through as the third strand is the long history of the ancestors of the Lost Flock. Archaeology, including some significant Neolithic finds at Skara Brae and other archaeological sites in Orkney, just a few miles from my farm, has revealed how the first Neolithic farmers farmed their flocks of little short-tailed sheep; how they utilised the wool, milk and dung from living animals, and the meat, skin, horn and bone of slaughtered sheep. The story weaves through time, moving from the Iron Age to the Vikings and their famous longships, to the Highland crofters pre-Clearances, to the present day and the remote archipelago of St Kilda, which still fascinates so many people. Over the past fifty years, the story of the Lost Flock is one of near extinction, chance, new beginnings, and the passion of a few people in the north of Scotland.
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The real stars of this story are the sheep, so I think that’s the place to begin. Most Boreray sheep have creamy white or oatmeal fleece, with dark colouring on their faces in shades of brown, dun, tan and black, usually mixed with white areas; in some sheep, the white is an inverted ‘V’ shape. Darker fleece and hair are commonly found on the slender legs, the naturally short tail and often in a spot on the back of the neck or sometimes in a collar round the whole neck.

Boreray lambs are astoundingly cute by any standards. Most of them are born a brilliant white in colour, once their mothers have licked them clean. The descendants of my first ram, Adrian (whom we nicknamed Boris), are usually instantly recognisable by a white face with distinct black colouring around the nose and mouth, and black around the top of the face and horn buds, extending onto the ears. As lambs grow during their first few months, their faces usually get darker and some acquire the characteristic white inverted ‘V’ shape in an otherwise dark face. The fleece of many of the Lost Flock Borerays also gets darker over the years, sometimes with quite a dramatic colour change as a lighter winter fleece is shed to reveal a much darker summer one. A few lambs are born with darker fleece over some or all of their body, but they too darken further as they get older.

Boreray sheep today are small, as were all sheep when they first came to Britain thousands of years ago. Males can reach 50 kilogrammes, but females average around 35 kilogrammes. The shoulders of some adults only reach my knee – and I’m not very tall. Both males and females have horns, although ewe horns are not nearly as large and magnificent as the curling horns of the rams, these being balanced by a roman nose that develops as they get older. I wonder if this is what turns the bleating noise commonly associated with sheep to what I can only describe as a ‘roar’ from mature rams? The horns keep growing throughout the sheep’s life, although the rate of growth slows as they get older. Many of my rams weigh 50 kilogrammes before their horns get too wide for them to fit into the ‘cage’ part of the sheep scales. The skull and horns of a mature ram can weigh 5 kilogrammes – that’s 10 per cent of their whole body weight. The shape of their horns, while having a characteristic look about them that readily enables discrimination from rams of other primitive breeds of sheep, is unique to each ram. Bollocks, my second ram, had the widest horns of all the rams in Orkney, and some of his sons have inherited that feature. The circumference of the base of horns on older rams is massive. I can’t get my hands round them. It is possible to identify, on the grooved and textured surface of the horns, lines showing the break between the growth for each year.

In winter, the rams grow long hairy beards and manes to give themselves a larger and more intimidating appearance for hierarchical behaviour. In contrast to modern breeds of sheep, the Boreray rams have much slimmer rear ends. All the attention is on the imposing front end.

The ewes are smaller, but a few do attain a weight of 40 kilogrammes when they are three or four years old. They don’t have the extra hairy winter growth as the rams do and their horns are significantly thinner and shorter, as are those on castrated males, so they don’t curl round like ram horns. There is more variability in shape of these smaller horns. Some have an observable twist and this seems to be inherited, although it sometimes skips a generation. Even fewer are swept back over the back of the neck. This can actually be a problem in older sheep as their horns keep growing. Both Friddy and her twin brother Frodo (a castrated ram, or ‘wether’, kept for his fine fleece) have had to have the tips of their horns cut off to prevent them touching their necks. It’s a simple procedure like cutting a toenail.
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When I create a starter flock for a new farmer, I try, where possible, to include a ‘tame’ sheep who was hand-reared. The process of the domestication of sheep, around 9000 BC, probably in south-west Asia, possibly began with a young, captured sheep, just old enough to survive without milk, being imprinted with a human instead of its mother. Today, when an orphan or rejected lamb is raised by its shepherd, the same process is followed. Bottle-fed, or ‘cade’ lambs as they are called, can become closely attached to the person rearing them and this attachment continues into adult life. Such tame sheep have a useful role in our Orkney Boreray flocks. As they enthusiastic- ally go to their shepherd, the rest of the group is far more likely to follow their lead.

The process of domestication is well recorded to cause behavioural and physical changes in animals, even before scientific and planned breeding created the modern, ‘efficient’ large white sheep we see in British fields today. For the first few thousand years, the changes in sheep due to domestication were a reduction in the size of horns and an increase in the proportion of wool in the sheep’s hairy coats. The wild ancestors of domesticated sheep had large horns and short coats, predominantly of hair. Yes, that may be a surprise to those familiar only with modern sheep and their thick wool fleeces, which for some breeds, such as Merino, consist entirely of wool fibres.

It was about six thousand years ago that the first Neolithic farmers brought sheep to Britain. These were little sheep, by modern standards, both sexes normally having horns and being double-coated: that is, an undercoat of fine wool fibres and an outercoat of hair fibres that were longer in length. This fleece would have kept the sheep warm and dry in Britain’s wet climate. The sheep would have grown a new fleece each year, having shed the old one. We know what these sheep would have looked like because some have survived mostly unchanged over thousands of years and are now referred to as primitive sheep, or Northern European short-tailed sheep. One significant difference in the anatomy of primitive sheep has given the group – now comprising forty or more recognised breeds, including the Boreray – this name because they actually have shorter and fewer vertebrae (eight to ten) in their tails than modern breeds of sheep (sixteen to eighteen).

This group of sheep breeds still survive on islands and remote areas of Northern Europe, including the UK and Nordic countries, stretching east to beyond the Baltic region. Recent advances in molecular archaeology indicate that the sheep coming to Britain took a route from the Caspian region of present-day Iran through Russia and Scandinavia. Changes in the DNA of surviving primitive sheep in Russia and Northern Europe imply a route along the Volga River. Skulls and bones of sheep found at the Neolithic ‘village’ of Skara Brae in Orkney are very similar to those of the primitive sheep still living in Orkney.

Boreray sheep, and the North Ronaldsay sheep native to Orkney, are two of the few breeds that have retained the primitive ability to shed their fleece. Each year in late spring and summer the fleece falls off Boreray sheep, and some other Northern European short-tailed breeds, without any intervention from humans required. Modern breeds must be sheared each year, otherwise they accumulate several years’ worth of fleece growth, which will eventually kill them with its weight and encumbrance.

Primitive sheep breeds are not just an interesting part of human and agricultural history. The unique and diverse genetics of primitive sheep, including their resistance and resilience to some diseases that blight modern sheep breeds, have a great deal to offer. One example is that Boreray sheep are observed not to suffer from the painful condition of foot rot that affects 5 per cent of the UK’s commercial flocks at any one time. Crossbreeding Boreray with modern breeds has been seen to pass on some of this resistance. They can thrive in extensive farming systems, with high rates of survival when lambing unassisted outside, and they mother their lambs well. Primitive sheep can be productive when grazing a vast range of pasture types, from steep mountain slopes and bog land to island coastal land, and do so with little extra input. Their grazing behaviour makes them ideal for sustainable grassland- or woodland-based farming systems, including conservation grazing on nature reserves and important habitats.
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The period of time I have been involved with the Lost Flock is just a tiny fraction of their six-thousand-year-old history, but during the past few months and years, I have been trying to discover some of the missing pieces in their story. As the story unfolds, you’ll read which parts still elude us and which unexpected results emerged with great significance for the breed.

I love my sheep with a deep abiding passion, fascinated by the more I learn every year of their lives. Sharing the grief of a ewe who has lost a lamb; delighting in the rare occasions when young lambs gang up and race around madly. Sharing the joy of young adult sheep leaping into the air with excitement as they are moved to fresh grazing. Quiet moments before the sun rises watching a ewe bond with her new lamb, seeing the frantic wiggle of the tail as the lamb drinks the warm colostrum. Always the pleasure of walking through my fields and moorland, appreciating how the diversity is increasing, knowing I will be leaving our land ‘better’ than we found it. And yes, the intertwined sadness and pride when sheep I’ve reared follow me into the abattoir, focusing instead on the rich and satisfying life they have led and their role in securing the future of the Lost Flock.

Although this story has to be told from the perspective of one person – myself – I’m not altogether comfortable in that role. So, I want to make it clear from the start that nothing I’ve achieved would have been possible without the help and support of many other people, and I am looking forward to introducing them to you as you read the book. The only person in the Orkney Boreray Community who is older than myself is my husband, Paul. For those wondering, we’re both in our mid-sixties. There will come a day when we can no longer be actively involved in the physicality of farming the sheep, when a younger person will be tending to their flock of Boreray sheep on our land. But I am now confident, given the diversity and creativity of the members of the Orkney Boreray Community, that by working together and pooling their enormous skills and talents, they will be able to overcome whatever adversities present in the future. A history of six thousand years is just the foundation for an exciting and productive future for the Lost Flock and their shepherds.
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CHAPTER 1
The Start of It All


Looking back, one can sometimes find a moment, an event, that can later be seen, with hindsight, to identify a starting point; a change in the path of your life. For me, it was Sunday 29 August in 2010, when my friend Felicity posted ‘I want BORERAY YARN!’ in a forum on the knitting website Ravelry. At the time, I was living in central Newcastle upon Tyne and the nearest I got to sheep fleece was buying mill-spun wool knitting yarn, even if it was usually from different breeds of British sheep. I would have been utterly astonished, disbelieving even, if anyone had told me that this moment in 2010 would lead to me living hundreds of miles away on an island in Orkney, up early this May morning in 2022, having done a first-light check of my pregnant ewes, and wondering if there would be any lambing news from the four other flocks of Boreray sheep in Orkney.

A few weeks prior to this, Felicity and I had attended a residential knitting event in Scotland and we’d both had a wonderful workshop with Deborah Robson (more about Deb later), who introduced us to the delights of knitting using wool from different breeds of sheep. One thing Deb said during the class that I took away with me was about how we, as knitters, have the power to help keep rare sheep breeds going, by working with their wool and demonstrating that there is a market for their fleeces. That workshop was one of those days where everything came together – a great teacher, enthusiastic class and fascinating subject – and we had a fantastic range of breed-specific wool yarns to play with, thanks to the generosity of Sue Blacker of the Natural Fibre Company. At the end of the day, we decided that we all wanted to stay in touch, despite living on three different continents, so I set up a forum group on the Ravelry website. For any knitters and spinners reading this, it is the Blacker and Beyond group.

The following day, I introduced myself to Sue Blacker to thank her for providing all the wonderful knitting yarns from different breeds of sheep. I recall giving her my telephone number, and that was the start of a special friendship and a productive collaboration on several projects. I also chatted to someone who was there representing the Rare Breeds Survival Trust. He told me that a lot of rare-breed fleeces are just thrown away for all sorts of very understandable reasons – many rare-breed sheep are kept by smallholders and the reality of such a life is that time can be your most precious commodity, so there is no spare time to be sorting fleeces and finding a market for them.

In the group I had just started on Ravelry, we decided to have a ‘Sheep of the Week’ feature where we would study wool from a different breed of sheep each week. One of the things we chatted about in the forum was wool from rare breeds of sheep. I did a bit of online searching and discovered that in the UK, the Rare Breeds Survival Trust produces a Watchlist each year giving an overview of the status of different breeds of livestock native to the UK. At the time, the Watchlist had five categories ranging from category 1, Critical, through Endangered, Vulnerable and At Risk, to category 5, Minority. (In 2021, the RBST updated the Watchlist methodology and categories to better reflect population sizes and measures of inbreeding.) There was just one sheep breed listed as Critical, which meant fewer than three hundred registered breeding females. This was a breed I’d never heard of – the Boreray. There was a note on the Watchlist saying, ‘In addition to the registered flocks of Boreray and Soay sheep, feral populations exist in the Western Isles of Scotland.’

Now, to me, something rare – and Boreray is our rarest sheep breed, found only in the UK and on the RBST Critical list – has an added value. So, I was puzzled that there apparently weren’t any Boreray products being made. Fast forward to February 2011, where the collaborative efforts of knitting friends on the Ravelry forum, plus an episode of BBC’s Countryfile, which showed a small flock of Boreray sheep, led to the news that no one was producing Boreray knitting yarn. Helen, a friend who has a yarn-dyeing business, Ripples Crafts, in a little village on the west coast of Scotland, had a neighbour with a flock of Boreray sheep. She saw the discussion on Ravelry and put me in touch with Bob Cook – that was the next key event that would change my life.

My tentative email query led to a long phone conversation with Bob, and I learned a great deal from him about his Boreray sheep. We chose Boreray as the Sheep of the Week in the Ravelry group and Bob emailed me some information to add to the thread, along with some wonderful photographs of his sheep. He said, ‘My sheep live outside the whole year round in conditions very much like that on Boreray as we are located on the coast in Sutherland, north-west Scotland. The fleece is long fibre and varies in colour from cream to nearly black. If you are interested, I could send you some samples and you could also get a sense of the texture. I have seen a jumper made from the fleece some while ago, so it does hand spin well.’

Now, let’s look at the sheep itself ‘under the fleece’, and consider how the Boreray sheep of today can show us the sheep of our Neolithic ancestors thousands of years ago – and what our ancestors used them for. The work of archaeologists and scientists in recent years has given us a remarkable glimpse into a period from which few organic remains have survived. This close link is why we now take a small group of our Boreray sheep to the open days at the Ness of Brodgar, just a few miles south-west of us and an important archaeological site; so that those visiting the Neolithic archaeological site at the Ness can see what the sheep farmed by the people at that time would have looked like.

What our ancestors used the sheep for is now being revealed thanks to some amazing science. The teeth of our ancestors, or more precisely mineralised dental plaque on the teeth, show us that milk products were consumed. The milk protein they found, beta-lactoglobulin, was identified as coming from goats, cows and sheep. We know from genetic work that this is before humans were thought to have developed the ability to digest lactose after infancy. So, drinking milk would have made them ill, but they would have been able to safely eat processed milk products such as cheese. It’s worth noting that the high fat content of sheep milk makes it ideal for cheese making. Cheese is also a great way to preserve milk for long periods as a nutrient-rich and high-calorie product. Microscopic remains of food in Neolithic cooking vessels have shown us that milk was heated.

Other parts of sheep that were extensively used are the skin, either as sheepskin or leather (later parchment), the bones and the horns. Neolithic musical instruments have been found that were made from the upper leg bones of sheep. They would have eaten the meat, of course, including the nutrient-dense offal. By studying the teeth of butchered skeletons, it is possible to identify the age at which an animal was slaughtered – some lambs were being slaughtered and eaten, which may be related to increasing the amount of milk obtained from ewes while they were still lactating. If significant numbers of older animals are found, then this suggests that milk and/or wool were being produced from mature sheep. Milk and wool from ewes, and wool from castrated male sheep.

What about the fleece? Did Neolithic people use that? Archaeological evidence shows that domesticated sheep had increasing amounts of wool fibres in their fleece, probably through selective breeding. Wool and hair fibres have markedly different structure and properties. Hair fibres are straight, smooth and inelastic, coarser than wool fibres but also stronger. A special sort of hair in sheep fleece is called kemp. These are short brittle fibres, often very white in colour, that don’t display dyed colour much at all. It’s not known when sheep fleece became more wool than hair, but a small statue of a sheep six thousand years old found in Iran clearly shows a woolly fleece.

Wool fibres are relatively fine, with even the coarsest being half the thickness of a human hair. They have a complex layered structure with a surface covered in overlapping scales. This complex structure produces crimp and elasticity, which gives wool an amazing array of unique properties that make it such a versatile, durable and sustainable fibre.

In Britain’s cold wet climate, wool’s warmth, water resistance and low flammability – useful when using open fires for warmth and cooking – made it a desirable material. The wide range of properties of wool include natural UV protection as well as antibacterial and antimicrobial properties. The insulating quality can keep the body warm in winter and cool in summer. The inner core of wool fibres absorbs a significant amount of moisture before the body feels wet, and a chemical reaction between the wool and water actually generates heat. Wool is durable and fibres can be bent twenty thousand times before breaking, compared to three thousand bends for cotton.

Twisting wool fibres together is what gives strength to the resulting thread. I demonstrate this to visitors to the farm, when I give them each a lock of fleece and invite them to pull it apart lengthways from the two ends, which it does so very easily. Then I show them how to gently pull the two ends of the lock away from each other to make the lock of fleece longer but ensuring plenty of lengthways overlap remains between the fibres, followed by simply twisting the lock with their fingers. It doesn’t take many twists in the lock to give it enough strength to resist being pulled apart – and they’ve created their first thread. When you add more twist into the thread, it starts to twist together back on itself. What you’ve then got is a plied thread, from the French verb plier, ‘to fold’. This is a stable thread formed from twisting together two or more strands of yarn, twisting them in the opposite direction to that used for the individual strands. This series of processes is called spinning. The spindle – basically a straight stick with a weight at one end, called the whorl, that acts as a flywheel – is a far more efficient and quicker way to introduce twist into fibres. It is the whorl, made of stone, fired clay or bone, that survives. Whorls have been found at many archaeological sites, including recently in the Viking drinking hall in Rousay, and they give us so much information about early textile production.

There is another possible use of wool that would have left little trace in archaeological remains. Wool fibres will most often end up permanently stuck together when the fibres are moist and agitated to produce felt. Modern felt making usually involves hot water, detergent and a lot of rubbing and drubbing. But wool can accidentally felt, as anyone who has a put a wool sweater into a washing machine by mistake will know. I carried out a little experiment by putting a layer of fleece into the bottom of my wellingtons and adding a tiny amount of water. I wore them for a few days when out and about on the farm and the result was a felted insole. A strong, dense fabric. I do wonder if ancestors wearing leather footwear and with cold feet might have lined their footwear with fleece and had a similar result, obtaining warmer and more comfortable footwear in the process. Felt has many uses, including the covering for the yurts used on the steppes of Central Asia, a practice that goes back many centuries.

[image: ]


Back in 2011, I knew nothing about the fleece of primitive sheep. I was expecting the box of fleece that arrived from Bob Cook to be coarse, hairy and not very pleasant, despite what he had said. What a revelation it was! Yes, there was coarse hair on parts of the fleece, and some had bits of kemp, but a lot of the wool was just fabulous; very fine and soft, and very interesting with the different colours. It was easy to hold a lock of fleece and pull apart the long, strong fibres of the outercoat from the undercoat. This one breed of sheep could supply everything you would need, from the finest wool underwear to the most robust wool jacket, and tough netting and string made from the thicker hairs.

I sent about 200 grams of this fleece to Barbro, a friend in Finland, who is an expert hand spinner, and she kindly spun different samples of it on her spinning wheel for me. Another friend, who was then editor of a magazine called YarnMaker, asked me to write an article and we included Barbro’s spun samples in this.

I also got in touch with Sue Blacker to find out if the Natural Fibre Company could process and spin the first-ever batch of mill-spun Boreray knitting yarn. Her reply was prompt: if I could get together at least 20 kilogrammes of usable fleece, they would spin a Boreray yarn. The fleeces would also be coming from people who were not used to supplying fleeces for processing, so they would probably need sorting, skirting and having excessive amounts of vegetable matter (VM) removed before they could be sent to the NFC. It wasn’t going to be easy, but I was determined to give a new experience to knitters and also to try to do something that might raise awareness of this critically endangered breed of sheep, and possibly help those with flocks by creating a future source of income. The mission began!

I started emailing and telephoning every person that I could track down who had Boreray sheep. Most people were able to give me details for another person I could contact so, in this way, I ended up speaking to about fifteen people with flocks of Boreray sheep from all around the UK, many of whom did contribute fleece. Most flocks were small, just a handful of sheep.

It was when speaking to those in Scotland, especially a shepherd in the Western Isles, that I started hearing about what they called the Lost Flock. These were sheep, I was told, descended from a flock that had been so far north in Scotland when the breed was first recognised and registered by Rare Breeds Survival Trust, that the logistics and expense of having someone travel to visit the flock in person for the required checking of records and visual inspection meant it didn’t happen. As unregistered sheep, other breeders in the UK couldn’t use them in their breeding programmes, so this Lost Flock stayed in the north of Scotland with little interaction with registered Boreray sheep in the rest of the UK.

Bob Cook was very helpful and sent me all the fleece he had, just for the cost of the postage. Many smallholders and breed enthusiasts were too busy to even be able to get their fleece packaged up and in the post to me, so I took to driving around the country to collect it. No one ever took up my offer to pay them for their fleece, and they all were most generous with their time and introducing me to their sheep. I met some lovely people, but just as importantly, I met the sheep. One young ram in Yorkshire expressed his displeasure at a stranger staring at him by stamping the ground forcefully with his feet. I now recognise this sign as one of warning to keep away, although I mostly see it with a ewe telling me to keep away from her new lamb. If all is looking well with the lamb from a distance, then I respect the ewe’s wishes and leave them in peace, even if it means waiting a day or so to see the sex of the lamb.

It was through work like this that I first met Christine Williams in South Wales. I now regard her, as do many, as ‘the’ expert on Boreray sheep. Her passion for the breed, and also the Soay and Balwen sheep she and her husband keep, is immense, and she has collected and preserved years of records and research about the breed. It was very exciting to meet her large flock of Boreray and Soay ewes and lambs, but it was her rams that sealed my fate. We walked through fields with hedges and trees to a field containing just four rams. Christine had a bucket of feed, and she called her rams over. They immediately recognised her and ran towards us, keen for a treat. Then they stopped. They looked at me, looked at Christine with the bucket of desirable treats, there was a moment of decision… then they ran away from us. That was the moment I lost my heart to these feisty little sheep. Much as they knew Christine and were desperate for the treat she was carrying, I was a stranger and they weren’t going to have anything to do with me. I just loved their attitude. I left Christine with a boot full of fleece – more from her with her relatively large flock than from anyone else – and a love for Boreray sheep.
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