Fashion sheep farming for virgin fleece

condenced from www.ecomall.com, written by Delia Montgomery

As organic cotton and hemp fibre industries
expand, so should natural wool. Sheep
were among the first animals domesticated.
An archeological site in Iran produced
a statuette of a woolen sheep which
suggests that selection for woolly sheep
had begun to occur over 6,000 years ago.
The common features of today’s sheep
were already appearing in Mesopotamian
and Babylonian art and books by 3000 B.C.
Selection for wool type, flocking instinct
and other economically important traits
over the centuries has resulted in more
than 200 distinct breeds of sheep occurring
worldwide. Modern breeding schemes
have also resulted in an increasing number
of composite or synthetic breeds which
are the result of a crossing of two or more
established breeds.

Ewes in snow

Several characteristics set it apart from

other types of fibre and makes it a favorite

of many clothing manufacturers.

* Flame resistance
Because of its unique physical and
chemical makeup, wool does not melt or
support combustion.

¢ Absorbency
Wool works with the body’s natural
temperature regulating system to keep
you warm in the winter and cool in the
summer. How does it work? It all revolves
around wool’s absorbent capabilities.
During the winter when the air is cold
and damp, wool absorbs the moisture and
keeps a layer of dry, insulating air next to
the skin. When it is warm, it again absorbs
moisture in the form of perspiration and
keeps insulating dry air next to the skin.
In fact, this special feature has also caught
the attention of the oil industry. More
and more companies are turning to wool
products for help in cleaning up oil spills.
Wool can absorb from 10 to 30 times its
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weight in oil while still repelling water.
The oil can then be squeezed out and the
wool can be reused up to eight times.
Adaptability
Wool comes in a variety of weights and
weave. The quality of the wool depends
upon the type of sheep from which it
comes, and the conditions under which
the sheep is raised. Some sheep produce
fine woolen fibres, while others grow
coarse or medium ones. The wool industry
uses all types. Coarse wool makes
excellent carpets, medium wool turns
into comfortable blankets, and fine wool
produces beautiful dresses and suits.
* Durability
With the high cost of clothing these days,
consumers want clothing that wears long
and well. Wool provides persevering
wear, resists snags or tears, and retains its
original shape for a long time. It doesn’t
even wrinkle, which is good for people
on the go.

The McMurry family has transformed their
once-conventional dairy farm in the bluffs
and bottomland of the Missouri River into
a small, sustainable agricultural operation.
For years they’ve sold raw wool to fibre
artists, but last year in June they decided
to create a line of handwoven apparel and
blankets from their wool. They named their
new business Genopalette, wool in a palette
of sheep-produced colors.

At the end of high school Andy McMurry
participated in a Future Farmers of America
program, “Work Experience Abroad.” He
spent nine months working in New Zealand
where the average family farm runs two
thousand head of sheep. In New Zealand
and the world over, the wool industry
standard is white. It was there that Andy
was first introduced to the “subculture” of
coloured sheep and wool, raised to provide
wool for cottage industry fibre artists. The
experience changed his life.

Ten years ago Andy imported naturally-
colored Romney and Merino sheep from
New Zealand breeders. The animals were
shipped to Canada, quarantined, then
transported to Missouri. Those original
sheep were the world-class breeding stock
he used to build his flock of colored wool-
producing sheep. Eventually the family sold
raw fleeces to fibre artists nationwide. The
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wool regularly took top honors at leading
fleece competitions due to extraordinary
colors, luster, unusual softness, style and
cleanliness. Genopalette items began with
this innate palette of luminous undyed
colors and award-winning palette of
exceptional textures.

Sheep colours

The McMurry’s Romneys and Merinos,
with their shades of walnut, beige, taupe,
silver and black fleeces, are bred for their
distinctive wool. Coloured sheep are rare.
Among predominant wool breeds, only
about one in one thousand occur naturally.
Intrigued by the unusual beauty of these
naturally coloured sheep, only a few
pioneering shepherds worldwide produce
small amounts of coloured wool.

The McMurry family now raises several
hundred head of sheep. The sheep are
shorn, the wool is sorted and classified, then
gently washed without harsh chemicals
and spun to their specifications. As the
colors are mixed by hand, they are never
exactly the same from year to year, much
like vintage wine. Yet many distinct colour
categories are created. The yarn from their
virgin, undyed wool is handwoven into
ready-made garments they are selling to
nearby retailers. The innovative tradition
of producing beautiful, undyed colors and
warmth from totally natural fibre persists.
As the environmental fashion industry
grows, so should the appreciation of pure
virgin, naturally-coloured wool.
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Breeding season



