
Sheep grazing in field and hillsides are very 
much part of our British landscape. By now, 
this year’s lambs are well grown and the 
ewes will have already been sheared, 
making them look an almost similar size to 
each other. In the past, wool sheared from 
sheep was a valuable crop for farmers. In 
certain parts of the country, great wealth 
was generated from the sale of wool. Sadly, 
today the income generated from wool 
hardly covers the cost of shearing the sheep. 
Financially it doesn’t make sense but adult 
sheep need to be shorn once a year to avoid 
overheating and the risk of ‘flystrike’. 
Flystrike is a horrible condition where flies 
lay their eggs in damp, dirty wool, hatching 
into hundreds of maggots that will quickly 
eat into the flesh of a poor, stricken sheep. 

At Sunnyside I keep a small flock of Jacob 
sheep and have previously had them 
professionally sheared. An experienced 
shearer makes it look very easy and can 
neatly remove the whole fleece from up to 50 
sheep an hour keeping this up all day. In the 
spirit of self-sufficiency, I decided to learn 
how to shear my own sheep and discovered 
just how difficult it actually is. 

After a bit of research, I booked onto a British 
Wool Marketing Board, two-day beginners 
training course in the very picturesque 
grounds of Chatsworth House. I had watched 
sheep shearing demonstrations at country 
shows and viewed lots of Youtube videos but 
I hadn’t quite appreciated the difficulty of 
what I was taking on. Shearing a sheep is like 
a complex dance with fancy footwork. For 
each ‘blow’ of the shears the sheep and the 
shearer need to be in a very specific position. 
As the blows progress, the shearer’s feet and 
the sheep’s legs move precisely into different 
arrangements. Shearers even wear 
moccasins in order to feel exactly where their 

feet are in relations to the sheep. One cut 
leads precisely into another until the final 
blow separates the whole fleece away from 
the sheep as it trots away between the legs 
of the shearer. That’s the theory but if you 
visited Chatsworth house this year you may 
have noticed some slightly ragged looking 
sheep. Learning how to shear was one of the 
most physically and mentally challenging 
things I have ever done. 

After my basic training, I found it very 
satisfying to achieve a reasonable job of 
shearing my own small flock. It takes me ten 
minutes to shear a sheep and I am now a 
proud owner of a ‘Blue Certificate’ in sheep 
shearing. The grading goes; blue, bronze, 
silver and gold. Not everyone manages to 
achieve a blue grade and the highest on my 
course was a bronze, testimony again to just 
how difficult this craft actually is.  

In celebration of my new skill, Madeline, a 
skilled spinner, turned the fleece into woollen 
yarn. My mum Julia then knitted this yarn into 
a little Jacob sheep lookalike, a nice trophy to 
accompany my Blue level certificate. 
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