A fresh look at our sheep

Two members give their impressions of the SSS
visit to Shetland in August - from very different
perspectives and location.

Jill has bred “SSS” Shetlands for 11 years and has a
small flock in Hampshire. Kathy has a large flock in
Alberta, Canada.

Like being a child in a sweet shop
Jill Thomas

There comes a time in the life of a Shetland
Sheep breeder when one gets the urge to
perform a pilgrimage to the ancestral home of
this ancient breed, and thus we arrived at
Sumburgh  Airport tired but suddenly
refreshed by the cool air of Mainland Shetland.
As we had left our home in Hampshire at 5.30
that morning the rising temperature promised
yet another day in the heat wave series. Even
our non sheep orientated friends envied our
holiday, to be away from the overpowering
heat where the grass withered before our eyes
and a midday siesta would have been so
desirable but oh so un-English!

The barren spacious landscape was beautiful;
the feeling of isolation was fantastic. The lack
of pollution gives an air quality unknown in
the South East today. The few trees around
were obviously stunted in growth and angled
by the ever present winter winds. Early
mornings were misty but being the fourth
year of long hot summers, the weather
required only light windbreakers at the most
and rain came only on a couple of mornings.

Rena had reserved chalets overlooking the
pretty fishing port of Scalloway, home to the
North Atlantic Fishing College and adjoining
fish restaurant where the group enjoyed some
good quality but reasonably priced meals.
This was an excellent choice due to the central
location and being all together, we could
function easily as a group.

A full schedule, ably organized by Rena
included such variances as a croft owner with
22 acres to large scale commercial farmers
with 900-1,000 acres. In each instance the
breeders had advice and helpful information
which they shared openly giving their
precious time without hesitation. | could not
do justice to each individual in such a short
article, the following are my impressions of
the whole visit.

We had arrived on the Saturday and had time
to explore a little by ourselves, driving past
farms and crofts. Sheep were to be found in
every field and indeed in every possible nook
and cranny but were (all) these mostly white
indeterminate looking sheep really Shetlands?

This question continued when we saw the
impressive white sheep on one of the first
commercial farms. These large plush versions
of what we thought we ought be breeding
were prize winners in the past and Best in
Show at Cunningsburgh 2003. | had
admiration for the farmer who should be
rightly pleased with his efforts at producing
such fine specimens. However my heart sank
at what we had witnessed so far compared to
my scrawny little sheep back at home, and |
began to mentally cull mine!

12 Alex Nicholson'’s flock at Brekken, Yell.
white, moorit & black. photo Sandy Thomas

Pearl Bartai's flock on a 22 acre croft in Ireland, Mainland. Moorit, black, grey & fawn photo Sandy Thomas

On the last Saturday we visited a farm in
Brekken on the northern edge of Yell (the
second most northerly island of The Shetland
Isles reachable by ferry). On the way we
stopped at the Yell Sheep Dog Trials for
refreshments. The selection of large prize
cups was somewhat at odds with the efforts
of the three shepherds and their 5 dogs
attempting to herd some uncooperative sheep
into a pen. We hope this was the trial run so
to speak. The sheep in Brekken, however, were
of excellent quality being fine boned and with
the softest fleece | have ever felt. This was
attributed to the diet of heather, minimal
concentrate and the fact that “breeding
cannot be accomplished in one generation”.

With this sobering thought in our minds and
looking back at Rosie who will, hopefully, be
our next generation shepherd, we drove back
to the ferry for another delight — this time

coloured fleeces. The economic climate
ensures white fleeces predominate but some
farmers are attempting to re introduce or
increase colours into their flocks. This couple
though specialised in coloured fleeces and the
admiring looks from the group said it all.

A visit to Jamieson and Smith, wool brokers, in
Lerwick, gave a valuable insight into the life of
a fleece after shearing. The company has been
buying wool from local farmers and crofters
for over 40 years. This visit took the best part
of a morning but the enthusiasm of Oliver
Henry was infectious. They have tried various
way of promoting Shetland fleece, some such
as the carpet manufacture eventually became
unprofitable. For Shetland 2000 the company
commenced the spinning and sale of 100%
pure Shetland wool in 9 shades (shade cards
available) and had designed a Sheepsaver
Sweater knitting pattern: this enterprise is
moderately successful. ~ Oliver Henry has




Peter Walterson’s coloured flock, Wester Wells, Mainland. every colour and many markings.

photo Sandy Thomas

worked for the company for many years, his
knowledge and understanding of wool is
phenomenal and this allows him to be able to
locate the origin of a fleece purely by touch.
He made it clear that although in the past
Grade One Shetland wool was 100% pure bred
Shetland wool, this standard no longer
applies.

What have we been able to take away from our
visit? The chance to see so many Shetland
sheep in a short period of time. To be able to
compare and contrast the conformation and
fleece helped by the experienced Rena and
Hazel. That diet impacts on the size of the
sheep; improved pasture and/or higher levels
of concentrate feeding produced larger
carcass but at some expense to the fineness
of bone and fleece. The jury still seems to be
out on the degree to which a fleece can be
affected by climate and environmental
pollution.

The harsh realities of farming are apparent in
the Shetland Islands too. The 100% pure bred
Shetland sheep of finer bone structure does
not provide the type of carcass required by
the butcher and his customers. The fleece,
however soft and beautifully coloured is able
to command a premium but only a premium
on a small amount and is hardly a commercial
proposition with the world's diminishing
demand for, and surplus of wool. Several of

the farmers we visited try to balance the
commercial necessities of life by cross
breeding their less good Shetlands to increase
carcass size.

The Scrapie testing scheme is well underway
there, forward- thinking authorities enable the
scheme to be accessible by the low cost of the
tests.

Our first and lasting impression of the people
of the Shetland Islands was one of hospitality.
Everyone we came into contact with was
friendly, helpful and relaxed, not hassled by
time constraints. Above all the Shetlanders
make you feel like one of them. The landscape
is spectacular and the wildlife varied and as
always time runs out. The child and adult
friendly swimming pools (built with some of
the North Sea Oil money) were loved by Rosie
and her Daddy.

We shall go back, especially as my ever doting
husband has proved he can withstand being
the only male amongst 10 sheep crazed
women and live to visit our village pub again!
And for me mostly it was like being a child in a
sweet shop where you would like to be able to
take a sample of them all home!

By the end of the week | had decided that
small and colourful sheep could be beautiful
too and decided to postpone my cull.

Many thanks to Rena and Hazel, without you

none of this would have been possible: the
organization, keeping us all together as a
group, the superb meal on the last evening.
We very much hope you can organize more
visits and a conference in 2005?7.

Their Sheep and Our Sheep
Kathy Baker

Shetland breeders in North America have lately
been discussing whether their sheep, bred from a
limited genetic base, are becoming different from
Shetland sheep on Shetland. This was Kathy's e-
mail message to the Shetland list and is given here
with permission.

| did just have the wonderful opportunity of
visiting Scotland and Shetland this August. ...

| visited three farms in Scotland, went to the
Kinross show and eight farms on Shetland
itself as well as the Cunningsburgh show on
Shetland.

The Shetland tour was organised by Rena
Douglas. ... Three of the tour group were from
England and 7 were from Scotland....Rena
with her friend Hazel Syme ran a simply
wonderful trip, incredibly well organised.
Trying to keep the cost down, we shared basic
housekeeping cottages and bought most of
our food at the local Safeway (!) In addition to
the farms, we saw all corners of the Island,
knitwear stores, designers, spinners, weavers,
interesting archaeological sites, 13
points of geographic interest and got



to a couple of other small islands.

One of my reasons for going was to see for
myself what the sheep were really like on
Shetland. Were they smaller, bigger, finer,
stockier?

| kept hearing that Oliver Henry has been
sorting Shetland fleeces, on Shetland, 5 days a
week since | was knee high to a grasshopper.
So he has seen more fleeces than I'll ever see in
my lifetime! What did he think?

Were all the fleeces fine and soft and single?
all double - more what we call primitive? Were
they what | call crimpy? Were they long and
flowing?

Here was a key point of interest for me...
what did the show fleeces and sheep look
like... So | wanted to see not only what
diversity was at home in the flock but what did
a Shetlander send as his or her best sheep or
best show fleece? What was he/she striving
for? What did the white flocks really look like?
Just how big were they?

What was the grass of the famed “hill” really
like? | live on the prairie...I think | have sparse
grass...| kept hearing that the sheep live on the
sparse hill....was it similar?

What did the Shetland lamb taste like over
there? ...

Overwhelming impression:

We are working with the very same genetic
base pool. In many ways, we are not really that
different at all. There is lots to learn by looking
at sheep and listening to people who have had
the sheep for so very long. | think like most
initial forays for info, | came away realizing
how much | have yet to learn .... | had dozens
more questions and no time to ask them all.

Size and shape
Overall, the sheep on Shetland looked very
much like the sheep in my backyard. | have
about 200 sheep in my pasture now and have
made a point to see a good number of other
flocks of Shetlands over the years. ( All | mean
is that | have seen a decent number of North
American Shetlands to compare to :) There was
a range of size, as in my flock and in most
flocks | have seen. They were not tiny and they
were not huge. While there was a range, | think
it is important to point out that the majority
of the flock would be similar sized with a few
on the fringe. Let's say for the sake of
argument that roughly of 10 sheep 8 were
similar, one was a bit big and one a bit on the
small side. No hard rules here... just my
impression. On the whole very nice tails but
again in each flock | could see a few with more
woolly tails that were on the longer side...not
hock length though. When these sheep were
caught the owner would comment that it
wasn't a really good tail. So | understood
clearly that they continue to select for good
tails as we do.

| felt the overall standard of conformation
in the flocks,.... tails, nice heads, straight legs
and backs, typey sheep was higher and | came
away with a better eye and more resolve to
assess the conformation of my own sheep
objectively, make better culling choices.

Fleece

The farmers were great and ready for us to

visit. The sheep were penned up tight so we

could get right in with them and catch sheep

and touch as many fleeces as we liked.

|4This meant that | got my hands on literally
hundreds of fleeces. Some of the group

were shopping for sheep to buy, so many
sheep were examined and discussed
thoroughly. It was great for me to be able to
to listen to others voice their opinions and
hear what the Shetlander thought of the
sheep. ( It was painful not be able to shop
myself...| had to satisfy myself by buying
fleeces without feet attached... | brought back
41)

| did see a variety of fleece types. In the
colored sheep | saw quite uniform fleeces with
a very soft hand. Some with obviously crimpy
shoulders, losing their crimp further back,
Some without any organised crimp but still
individually crimped. Most fleeces | saw were
in the 3-5 inch staple category. Some quite
straight, some with a coarse hand and longer
tips. | saw a few fleeces still on the sheep that
were roughly 8 inches I'd say, very, very soft
hand.

What did these farmers think was his/her best
fleece? What would go to show? What were
they striving for?

Finer fleeces with a very soft hand ,
uniform and decent density. To my eye and
hand they looked fairly uniform and more
single or what | would call a very, very soft
even double. Interesting terminology
difference here.... People | met on this trip
from the UK and Shetland said they would
describe them as longer fleeces but not really
double coated. The need to understand each
other's terms was very apparent. What they
were not .. was long coarse hairy fleeces, they
were not fleeces with a marked difference
between what | would call inner and outer
coat. When we caught sheep, coarse, hairy or
sparse fleeces were dismissed as not being
very good; finer soft fleeces with some bulk or
density to them were praised.

We went to the flock of the lady who was
considered by many to have the best colored
fleeces. She markets to handspinners
although the market is not huge on Shetland. |
brought back three fleeces that were what she
thought were pretty good decent Shetland
fleeces in her flock but were not her best,
show fleeces. The show fleeces were still
making the show rounds.

At the wool brokers, Oliver Henry described
how he sorted white fleeces into 4 quality
grades. Number 1 was soft and fine with a
really lovely hand and quite uniform down
though to number 4 which had a coarser
hand, was long and hairier feeling. | brought
back a moorit fleece which he had spread out
to show us as quite typical fleece that he
might see come through. The price of wool is
very low for white and colored fleeces on
Shetland. As here, handspinner fleeces sold
for more. Really It seemed that the same
market forces were at work. The colored fleece
was not graded as rigorously as there is less
of them and it went into the natural color line
of Jamieson's wool. The white was dyed.

The grass of the hill was waaaay thicker than
mine! My climate is much more harsh. period!

The white sheep were in reality, not
particularly big at all. | base this opinion on
what | saw ...hundreds and hundreds of them
on farms, on the hill, and at the show. | found
on average that they were stockier, with a little
more bone and a little more square at the back
end.... ie a little more meat on the leg.The
fleece varied but was on the whole finer, more

uniform and crimpier. There was selection for
a bit more wool on the head. Honestly |
thought they looked just like Shetland sheep.
Frankly nothing scary there at all. On average
in my North American flock, my whites are
finer and crimpier too...not as much so as the
ones | saw on Shetland but of course | haven't
been selecting with such huge numbers for as
long so that makes sense to me.

| had Shetland lamb at a community
Traditional Shetland night. It was delicious
and | thought it tasted very much like mine.
Fine flavour nuances...like barley fed Angus
here, corn fed Angus in the States. | had some
served at a farm that was described as real
traditional hill type. It was served cold and
thinly sliced for tea. It was a little finer in grain
of the meat, delicious. | believe it would be fair
to say that the cook had some experience
here!

So overall?

More the same than different.

More reasons to see ourselves as a part of a
Global Flock with some regional variation.
More reasons to find out more about
Shetlands and Shetland fleece from those
who've had them for so very long.

More reasons to share information and
genetics than isolate.

Kathy Baker
Nier Lakes Shetland Sheep, Alberta, Canada.

wool on the mainland
BWMB's merchandising dept. offers Shetland
fleeces as follows:
630 Shetland White 29.9 micron £5.00 each
631 Shetland Moorit 29.9 micron £4.00 each
P&P £8.95
possibly not “top of the range™? (Ed.)

new agricultural plan

A NEW strategy for Shetland agriculture is
under discussion by the islands’ economic
development forum which, if approved, would
call on farmers and crofters to diversify
production away from reliance on sheep
farming.

..... While the strategy called for greater
promotion of traditional breeds, it was said
that it was hard to sell Shetland sheep to the
mainland where the demand was for cross-
breeds.

The fact that the strategy made little mention
of the wool sector was also something that
needed to be addressed.

"Wool is still in the doldrums. It would be
good if there was a way forward.
something has to be done." was one
comment.

The head of economic development thought
the industry could boost sales by improving
distribution.

The report’s author said it was hard to buy
Shetland lamb even in Shetland itself. While
the two supermarkets were keen to sell
Shetland lambs, the Laxfirth slaughterhouse
did not have enough staff to cut up carcasses.

The Chairman agreed. "There is very little use
developing a (quality) brand unless products
are available at the time," he said. "We should
remember that store lambs can never be a
brandable product, although they can carry
your reputation to a certain extent."

Further discussion in late October
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