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The fall lambs have arrived.  There are 28 of them with no losses.  They just come a little more gradually and with less multiples than the spring lambs.  They have been looking kind of wet and miserable with all the cold wet weather but they are hanging in there.  They like to go under the round bale feeders and they come out with the green hay stuck to their wet bodies and they look downright moldy.

We have had to close the sheep off the pasture because it was too wet and also because the grass is done.  The hill behind the sheep barn and the barnyard make a good place for the sheep to spend the winter because it is dry and there are protected spots.  The sheep are getting second cut for another week or two while the ewes are in peak production.  Then we will save the second cut for the coldest weather and for the month before lambing in the spring.

The ram will go in to breed spring lambs in the near future.  I have been debating whether to stall and have the ewes lamb a little later in April or even early May.  We lost some triplets to the cold when there was wet snowed in late April.  Actually it was the wet and cold more than the temperature itself.  We did well because the pasture came early but who knows if that will happen again.  Since the sheep absolutely refuse to lamb in the barn it might be better to lamb a few days later.  It’s a toss-up because lambing in April allows the lambs to get started and going before they hit the heavy parasite loads in June.

We have been choosing who lambs in the spring and who lambs in the fall by chance.  In other words, the ram goes in and after he marks half the ewes (about 35) we take him out.  Then he goes in with everyone in April to breed for fall lambing.  The problem is that the ewes that would be most likely to lamb in the fall (older ewes and certain genetic lines) are also likely to get bred for spring lambing.  The result is that we have some ewes that don’t lamb at all.

There are two solutions – or even three. One is to breed everyone for spring lambing and get all the lambs you can get all at once.  The drawbacks are that we would either need more pasture or fewer sheep.  In addition, all your lambs would be going to market about the same time.  Another solution is to sort the ewes to breed for spring and only putting the ram in with those.  I would save the ewes most likely to lamb in the fall and keep them away from the ram.  I don’t know for sure if it would work but we might try it this fall to see if it does.  The drawback here is the extra labor of sorting the sheep and then having two feeding places and two waterers.  Keeping the ram in the pasture where you want him can also be a challenge.

Synchronizing and Sorting


A third possibility is to try synchronizing the ewes with sponges. It would require labor to catch the ewes and insert the sponges and then to remove them again 10 days later.  The sponges cost about $5.00 a piece, an extra cost.

I am leaning towards sorting the ewes to force the ewes most likely to lamb in the fall to avoid getting bred for spring lambing…that’s if I can get them in the barn for the sorting part.  One behavioral challenge that I hadn’t counted on with a year or two of pasture lambing under our belt is that the sheep really don’t want to come in the barn.  I used to call them and in they came with a little coaxing and shaking the grain bucket.  I have spent several afternoons trying to get the sheep in the barn with lots of help and a dog but I get all the old sheep and the ewe lambs from spring that were fed in the barn for part of the summer.  The rest are miserable and split up and run away and cause all kinds of trouble.

I was blaming the guard dogs for hanging around the barn but I have trouble even when I have the dogs tied up far away from the barn.   Now I am bribing them daily with some corn so they remember why it might be nice to come in the barn.  So far I haven’t gotten them all in at once.  We need to get them to cooperate for our annual scrapie inspection soon.  Hopefully by then the lambs will be a little bigger and the ewes with lambs won’t split off and hang back as much.  I know my work study students would appreciate not having to run up and down the hill behind the barn trying to get them in!

Tagging and Tattooing

Another challenge with pasture lambing is identifying the ewes when they lamb.  Our ewes are tattooed because they lose eartags about as soon as I put them in.  I have tried re-tagging them but they lose those, too.  Then my records are a mess because I can’t trace a ewe’s production.  The tattoos are great for consistency but difficult to read on a ewe tending a new lamb or two.   At the Cornell Sheep symposium a producer described how he catches them with a crook.  I may try that method.  Another possibility is to bring the sheep in before lambing and spray paint their numbers on their backs – just those that look like they will be lambing.  This method would not work with a 1000 ewe flock but it might be OK for us to try.

Software Tool on Cornell Sheep Website

An interesting tool that was explained at the Cornell Sheep/Goat Symposium is an excel spreadsheet that is available at the Cornell Sheep website.  It could easily be used for goats as well.  Go to www.sheep.cornell.edu.  In the menu at the top, click on the “Management” drop down menu.  Click on “Software”.  Go to “SheepFlock”.  Follow the instructions there.  Dr. Mike Thonney, from Cornell, has it set up with 700 ewes which he figures is the number you would need to support a family.  However, it is relatively easy to change the numbers and play around with the budgets.  I found it easier to pretend I buy all my forages rather than put in all my acres - at least initially.  You can do that by going down the page to section 3 on digestible dry matter.  Go down a little further and on the right you will see boxes with pink writing.  Try clicking on “Get ewes if all hay purchased”.    Play around with this program.  It is a good way to look at different numbers of animals or different lambing/kidding schemes. 

Wool Pool Report & Fiber Events
The 2010 Wool Pool was a success after a little bit of panic when the trucker backed out at the last moment.  We collected about 13,000 pounds of wool.  Thanks go to Sandy vonAllmen for organizing things and Kayla O’Dell, my work-study student from SUNY Canton for helping all day.  Many producers who brought wool in that day helped us move and weigh the wool brought in earlier. Al Ostrander who couldn’t help that day sent money for donuts which were greatly appreciated by the workers.  We had to store the wool and load it on Monday when the truck was about four hours late.  Roger Hastings came back and helped as well as the work study students and a few unsuspecting souls who stopped in to ask me a question!  Charlie ran the tractor and his son Eugene helped stack on the truck.

While are on the topic of fiber, there are a couple events coming up that may be of interest to the fiber enthusiasts.  Andrea Castle is organizing a fiber swap and spin-in on Saturday November 13th from 11:00 am to 3:00 pm. at the Madrid Community Center.  The swap is a chance to exchange fiber and ideas.  Bring fleece, roving, patterns, needles, spinning wheels, etc. There will be a “free table” as well.  Contact Andrea for more information at 3165-322-5663.

Our next North Country Shepherds meeting is scheduled for November 30th at 7:00 pm at the Extension Learning Farm.  Let’s focus on fiber and especially on things that could be used for holiday gifts.  Perhaps we can make a trip down to Ostrander’s Sheep Shop at the end of the meeting.  Many of you are doing creative and innovative things with your wool and other fibers.  Bring things to show and tell and also to sell.  Let the rest of us buy some good sheep gifts for our friends and family.

Marketing News for the month includes the results of our pooled truck to New Holland Sales on October 2nd for the sale on October 4th.  We did well and hit a sale with a low supply and high prices.  I received $1.70 a pound for lambs that weighed an average of 73 pounds and $.82 for cull ewes that were in good shape.  Goats brought especially good prices.  The week before they were under $100 but the week we went it was $120 plus for 70 pound goats.  Trucking came to about $8.00 a head.  Prices had dropped some this last week of October with a larger supply – probably coming in for the Festival of Sacrifice in mid November.  It will be interesting to see what the prices do at Christmas this year.  Lamb supply is down so prices should be up. 

