How to prepare a sheep’s fleece for show

By Julie Helms

Preparing a fleece for show takes a good deal more than just shearing a sheep.  In order to put a fleece before a judge, it needs to be shorn properly, free of debris, unwashed and true to the breed or type.

Generally, unless you really know what you are doing, you should hire a professional shearer to sheer the fleeces headed for the show table.  From the sheep’s point of view, it doesn’t matter how you remove the fleece as long as it comes off once a year.  But, a show fleece must come off the animal in one piece with no second cuts.

A second cut is when the blades ride up too high on the wool and the shearer had to go back and re-shear that section.  This cuts the staple length down and puts small pieces of wool loose in the fleece.   My first year showing my only fleece entered was disqualified for the presence of second cuts.  It is nearly impossible not to have any second cuts, but the trick is to minimize the amount created during shearing and then remove any small chunks before bagging the fleece.

After the shearer has removed the fleece from the sheep, you take it and fluff it out onto a large table like it’s a bearskin rug.  At this time, second cut nubs are removed.  Around the edge of the fleece remove any leg, dock or head wool, or any other soiled parts.  This is called “skirting”.  Only the best should be shown.  Dirty wool can often still be cleaned and used by producers, but it has no place in front of a judge.  Flip the fleece over and check the other side for flaws.  Any vegetable matter should be removed at this point too.

Vegetable matter refers to the hay that gets stuck in the wool.  It is difficult to remove by hand.  The smaller pieces of your hay, the worse the problem.  Hand spinners will often reject wool with heavy vegetable matter as it is difficult to work with.  Perspiration, urine and manure stains will all wash out, hay does not.  It must be picked.  So, your show fleece should have no vegetable matter and absolutely no manure.

