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Lambs on the Way: Prepare for Spring-Summer Now
The sheep are getting wide – and I don’t mean fat.  We are expecting lambs in April and the sheep are looking very pregnant!  Most are due starting about April 10th but I wouldn’t be surprised if there are a few at the end of March since the ram went on a walkabout when I went to the Sheep Symposium October 23rd.  He was only out about 24 hours but that is enough time to breed quite a few ewes.  We will know exactly how many soon (about March 20th).

I’m getting the lambing and summer supplies on hand.  I’m ordering small eartags to use on the lambs to back up the spray painted numbers.  De-wormer is another item I know we will need soon so I am ordering the types we can’t find locally.  Vaccinating supplies like 3 cc syringes for the CD/T vaccinations and needles to go with them are on the list.  If we don’t have any colostrum in the freezer I will order some version of powdered colostrum to have on hand.

Of course, there are already the standard things in the cupboard and around the farm office like a Pritchard teat and soda bottle, lamb tuber and big syringe, cardboard box and hair dryer and a supply of rags or towels.  A bottle of lubricant for assisting lambing is another good thing to have handy.  Hopefully we won’t need any of these things but it is worth having them around just in case.  Elastrator rings for doing tails, if you dock or castrate is another thing to add to the list.

Are your jug panels handy?  We don’t generally use jugs (small pens for bonding) but there are occasional ewes and lambs that need to be watched for a day.  If you do use jugs, find all your small buckets and get them cleaned out and ready to use.

Join North Country Livestock Facebook Groups


If you are on Facebook and haven’t joined our North Country Shepherds and Goat Farmers group, consider joining.  It is fun to read the updates from everyone’s farm as they start lambing and kidding.

Lots of Learning Activity: AI, Meat Processing, Pasture Lambing
The last of our fall lambs left the farm for a new home in Virginia.  Twelve ewe lambs along with 16 from Cindy Rotman were purchased by Geoff Clifford for his flock.  Geoff is doing all kinds of interesting AI and Embryo transplant work.  Wish he could have stayed and met with the North Country Shepherds but he was trying to beat the weather back to Virginia.  He liked what he saw and if these ewe lambs work out for him, he might be back for more fall born replacements.

In late February, Kirby Selkirk arranged a meat cutting demonstration for students at Paul Smiths culinary program.  Kirby donated the lamb and Clif Cook did the cutting.  Beth Downing, Kim Richey and I were also there.  I took pictures and we all answered questions from the students about how we raise lambs and how we market our lamb.  It was a resounding success and we hope to repeat it with beef and pork.  The chef instructor, Kevin McCarthy, said the students don’t get any meat cutting or fabrication in their classes so this was a real benefit.  We are thinking of a farm tour for the students as well.  Nice going Kirby and Clif!

As we approach pasture lambing again this spring I have been thinking about the things I like and don’t like about it.  The things I like are that the ewes are outside and it is relatively clean – assuming they pick a decent spot and most of them do.  The ventilation is great.  They don’t tend to get their lambs mixed up because they don’t lamb close together.  For the most part I am amazed at how well they do left to their own devices.  There is also less coccidia because the lambs aren’t in a pen together in the barn and they aren’t getting stepped on by the ewes at the feeders because there aren’t any feeders.

There are a few things I don’t like.  When a ewe is having trouble it is not as easy to help her.  To catch one sheep you have to bring the whole gang down to the barn.  If you have ever tried to move ewes with lambs you know it isn’t easy.  At the Extension Farm there are lots of sneaky places to lamb which means I get to go looking for the new lambs.  They find nooks between rocks, hide-outs under brush, and get behind a log in the woods.  At home the ewes lamb in the barnyard or in the first paddock of the pasture right behind the house so it is easy to monitor what is going on.  At the Extension Farm they tend to be up and over the hill out of sight.  One solution might be to confine them to a smaller area and feed them while lambing.  If there is no pasture until the end of lambing that will happen anyways. Last year was kind of an odd year with the very early pasture.

Getting good records of the ewes lambing is harder on pasture.  The tattoos are hard to read without catching the ewes.  The older ewes are catchable but the younger ones that have not been through the Discovery Center or other intensive people exposure are pretty skittish.  I may have to try a crook but I think they will catch on to that trick.   It is important to have the correct dam information when you are selling breeding stock like we are.  We are going to try bringing all the ewes into the barn just before lambing and spray painting their numbers on their backs.  An hour with some work study help will save me a lot of time when checking for lambs.

Lambing spring and fall is great for marketing but not so easy to manage on pasture.  Fall lambing means the ram is out there running around in the pasture when you are spring lambing.  I am good at stealth lamb checking, sneaking from tree to feeder but nobody else wants to do a lamb check.  A bell on the ram helps a lot.  Ideally we could separate the ewes into two flocks for breeding but it is not easy to get them to stay separate.  It would simplify the system to lamb once in the spring but the market for fall born ewe lambs is a  bonus for the extra work of split lambing.

Very young and very old sheep have a hard time on the pasture/outdoor system.  The ewe lambs get put back out to pasture with the ewes after weaning and have to compete at the round bale feeders in the fall and winter.  They do not grow as fast as they do on grain and hay in the barn so sometimes they don’t lamb at a year of age.  Sometimes they are even two years old at their first lambing.  Of course we don’t have a lot of expenses in them either and they have learned to compete and how to graze.

The older sheep don’t have the crutch of grain feeding to get them through the winter or fall lambing and eating round bales outside.  They tend to show their age more and get culled at about 8 years old rather than closer to ten.  They do not hold their condition as well if there is any stress like mud or crowding.

While there are challenges to pasture lambing, I still think it is more natural.  We (and the sheep) are adapting and learning as we go.  The weather can play a big part and we are learning how to deal with the variability.

Watch for Sheep Basics Workshops


If you are a beginner and want to learn some hands-on basics watch for the Sheep Basics Workshops around the North Country.  The St. Lawrence County class is on April 14th.  The afternoon class from 1:00 to 4:00 pm will include things like lambing, hoof trimming, vaccinating, temperature taking and handling.  The evening session from 7:00 to 9:00 pm will cover the basics of feeding and health.  Register with the Extension Office at 315-379-9192.  All ages welcome.  We scheduled this workshop during spring break so youth could be involved.

Marketing News

Anyone have lambs to go to New Holland for Easter or sometime this spring if not Easter?  Culls could also go along for the ride.  Prices are very good at New Holland right now (go to www.sheep.cornell.edu and click on the New Holland Monday prices down the page on the left to see the latest prices in dollars per hundred weight for lambs and price per head for goats).  Please let me know ASAP if you have animals so we can see if there are enough for a load.  The date would be Saturday April 16th for the trip for Easter. 

Another option for the Easter market would be the Gouverneur sale on April 16th.  Lambs and goat kids can be brought in the day before for grading.  Call Jack Bero at 287-0220 or 322-3500 for more information.

This year Ramadan begins August 1 and ends August 31 or so.  By 2015 Ramadan will be in mid-June!  Last year the demand for lambs was strong all fall despite Ramadan being in late August and September.  Just so you know, next year – 2012 – Easter will be April 8 and Greek Easter will be April 15.

