The “Perfect” Sheep
Pasture
—Ulf Kintzel

“The perfect is the enemy of the good.” Voltaire

I

and brush. They are predominately bluegrass, again “native”
orchard grass, and the same clovers as above.
A 14-acre parcel was a pumpkin field at the time of
purchase, and I decided to make my own test plot. First, I
seeded the grass in pure stands. The grasses I planted were
“Baraula” orchard grass, BG 34 perennial ryegrass, “Barolex”
tall fescue, “Bartura” meadow fescue, “Ginger” bluegrass and,
since I ran out of seed and the neighbor sells it, “Climax”
timothy. I used the following legumes to interseed them with
all the grass stands: Kura clover, “Alice” white clover, and
“Viking” bird’s-foot trefoil.
In the past 4 years I have frost-seeded local red clover,
“Kopu 2” white clover, and “Huia” New Zealand white clover
in the existing hayfields.

n a sheep farming operation that relies on grazing alone
without feeding any grain, the pasture is of utmost
importance. If the demand is such that the lambs should be
finished in a time as short as possible, the pressure is high. I
am in that situation. I finish my lambs between 3 and 6
months with the average being 4 to 5 months. The target
weight is 80 to 90 lbs. live weight or 40 to 45 lbs. hanging
weight. That requires that the lambs are getting pushed
almost every day to eat as much as possible.
Here are my experiences with the grasses and legumes I find
Several factors such as climate, soil, and amount of input on my farm.
(fertilizer) influence what kind of grasses and legumes should
be selected. I am in upstate New York, thus I use only cool- Grass:
season grass species. I have mainly Honeoye silt loam soil. Sheep like timothy and do tend to graze it short—too short.
Additionally, I have some Lansing silt loam and some Lima In addition, it doesn’t grow much after the spring flush.
silt loam soil. These soils are all limestone derived, which However, in this area it is the cheapest grass seed that is
means the need to lime is limited. I will consider some available and timothy allows itself to be frost-seeded. It is an
applications of lime in the future in certain areas of my farm easy and cheap filler when your budget is tight.
but have not yet felt the need to do so. The only input I have
Bluegrass has been around for a long time and I never
chosen so far is the hay that I am buying, which I feed mainly mind having it in my pasture. Sheep like it, it makes a dense
in the pasture during the winter. I do not buy any commercial sward, and it is persistent, even in less than ideal conditions.
or any other fertilizer.
The downside is the lack of yield and it is prone to drought.
When I bought this farm about four years ago, half of it The Ginger bluegrass I seeded does grow a little higher and
was hayfields that hadn’t been reseeded or fertilized in several more erect and yields a little more. I like to have it in a mix
years. They are predominately timothy, “native” orchard with other grasses, but as a pure stand it just doesn’t yield
grass, bluegrass,
enough. It is nice to have right around the
and some fescue.
barn where the pasture experiences more
The clovers that
traffic and some abuse at times. On a side
are growing there
note: Bluegrass is the most common grazing
are red clover,
grass in Germany where there is usually not
Alsike clover, and
much of a summer slump in growth.
Dutch
white
The “native” orchard grass (since
clover.
orchard grass never is native, but may have
A
good
volunteered to come into the pasture I keep
chunk of it was
putting it in quotation marks; many people
hayfields
that
refer to the volunteering kind as being native)
hadn’t been used
is one of the highest yielding grass species. It
in several years
is also quite drought resistant. Sheep eat it
and needed to be
and tend to not graze it too short. Whatever
bush-hogged to
the sheep don’t eat during the growing season
Orchard grass and (Huia) white clover are desirable species in a can always be grazed in the fall and winter.
rid them of weeds
sheep pasture.
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The biggest
downside of
Legumes:
“native”
Clovers have the advantage of fixating nitrogen
orchard grass
from the air. It is said that a percentage of clover
is that it
higher than 30 percent in the pasture mix takes
heads
out
care of the needed nitrogen for that pasture. I
extremely
prefer 50 to 70 percent clover in my pasture.
early
and
Other than the ability of causing bloat, I see no
immediately
downside of having lots of clover. But what
loses
all
about bloating and possibly losing sheep? Since
palatability.
grazing has become popular, I find much advice
Ho w e v e r,
in various publications on how to prevent bloat.
once the seed
Much of it seems to have derived from dairy
Ryegrass (left) and orchard grass
stems are bush-hogged, it yields
cows and does not work for sheep. Here is what
(right) yield significantly different under the
well throughout the rest of the
I suggest: The single most important advice is to
same low-input conditions.
summer and fall and stays quite
never let the sheep go
palatable. The late-heading Baraula
hungry before rotating
is so far the clear winner at my
them into the next
farm. It heads out 2+ weeks later
pasture cell. Hungry
than “native” orchard grass. Even
sheep will eat fast and
after it has headed out, it has far
hastily and have lots of
more palatable leaves than “native”
room in the rumen for
orchard grass. It yields very well
gas to develop. Sheep
without much input and it
that are not so hungry
stockpiles well. I am very pleased
will eat slower and there
with it. Last year I had some
is simply not enough
“Athos” orchard grass seeded with a
room in the rumen to
no-till drill. Athos is also a lateallow the development of
heading orchard grass. It is too
enough gas to kill the
early to tell how this worked out.
sheep. Aside from that,
Much has been said and
don’t offer too big a cell,
Tall fescue yields well but is not much liked.
written about how wonderful perennial
as that increases the
ryegrass can be. I am sure this holds true
likelihood of bloat. You
when it receives a good amount of fertilizer, especially will still lose a sheep or two but they had to go anyway, they
nitrogen. On my farm I consider the BG 34 perennial were prone to bloat. What won’t work is feeding hay before
ryegrass a failure. It never grows tall and never yields much. It letting them into the pasture with clover. It also won’t work to
is slow to recover. Sheep do like it and are likely to eat it too let the dew dry off before letting them in. And don’t try
short in a very short time, while they leave stands of other “treating” a sheep when you see some bloat developing. In
grass alone. Thus, managing the rotational schedule becomes your attempt to rescue the sheep, you are likely to kill it
more difficult. I am not likely to seed ryegrass again.
because its heart rate will be elevated. Take it from me, I killed
The tall fescue that volunteered is not liked at all by enough sheep with bloat before I reached these conclusions. I
sheep. The Barolex tall fescue I seeded did not meet my understand I side-drifted a little, but I want you to lose the
expectations. While it does grow and yields a fair amount of fear of clovers/legumes if you had any.
grass, the sheep don’t much care for it. The intake is so
Although I have the name “White Clover” in my farm
reduced that I would worry about overall intake if that were name, its red cousin is currently just as widespread on my
the only kind of grass the sheep would have available.
farm. There is a lot of red clover that volunteers. The
My strip of meadow fescue was sown where it stays in hayfields that didn’t yield much red clover the first year it was
part wet longer in the spring. According to the description of converted into pasture showed much more red clover in
the grass, meadow fescue doesn’t mind wet feet. That turned subsequent years. I assume that the increased amount of
out to be true. This grass is well liked by the sheep. However, daylight that now reached the ground helped germinate the
it doesn’t yield much and it heads out early. Although I have existing seeds. Red clover does not lose much palatability as it
nothing to say against the grass, I don’t see much benefit of matures, it doesn’t get trampled down easily, and it does
adding this grass to a pasture mix other than wanting some stockpile quite well and long, especially if there is some snow
diversity. I have some volunteer meadow fescue. They like cover. And did I mention that sheep love to eat it?
that just as well.
It is said that one of red clover’s disadvantages is its lack

Farming Magazine– Fall 2010

[ 13 ]

of persistence. In a grazing system like mine there will always
I had some stands of Alsike clover developing. Alsike
be plenty of seed heads that can develop and the clover can clover is in size somewhere in between Dutch white clover
reseed itself. Will this be enough to keep plenty of red clover and red clover. Sheep like it. The big advantage of Alsike
around? I think so,
clover is that it grows well on slightly acidic soils.
although I don’t think that
In fact, it grows on our farm in the few spots
this reseeding process will
where it stays wet long in the spring. The biggest
amount to as thick a stand
downside is its lack of persistence. However,
that I achieved after frostlooking at seed catalogues, I noticed it is very
seeding a couple of fields.
cheap. I can see that it may be beneficial to frostIn fact, red clover was an
seed Alsike clover when the budget is tight.
excellent economical choice
Planting Kura clover was a $300 lesson. I
to instantly beef up low
have no stand of Kura clover after seeding it 3½
yielding fields.
years ago—only a handful of plants, just enough
Letting the stand of red clover mature reduces
Many
publications
to know how Kura clover looks. It sure is pretty.
the risk of bloat.
advise to not graze red
Given its price and the difficulty to establish it,
clover while sheep are being
compared to the price and how easily white and red
bred. Red clover contains an estrogen-like substance. Studies clovers can be established, I doubt I will give Kura clover
suggest that this phytoestrogen lowers the conception rate. I another try.
have pastured lots of red clover during breeding season and
Bird’s-foot trefoil is a none-bloating legume. Sheep like
have found no negative effect, or the effect is insignificant. In it in measures. It doesn’t yield very much in comparison to
East Germany, where I come from, we pastured sheep clovers. Other than being none-bloating and nitrogenfrequently for months on pure stands of red clover. I recall a fixating, it has the advantage that its tanning contents inhibit
field trial that found no significant effects of red clover on the the growth of intestinal worms such as the deadly barber pole
conception rate of sheep.
worm. This is my only reason for seeding it. I had interseeded
trefoil in my 14-acre test plot. It took two to three years to
The white clover that volunteers at my farm is the low establish the stand. Now it is well established. Meanwhile, I
growing and low yielding kind, often referred to as Dutch had a ten-acre parcel seeded with a no-till drill and frostwhite clover. However, it is a welcome volunteer.
s e e d e d
Alice, Ladino, Kopu 2, and Huia New Zealand
another
white clovers are much higher yielding. So far, my
twenty acres.
experience with Ladino white clover was a bad one
This too will
back in the 90s. An excellent stand vanished after
be discussed
two years. I tried Alice white clover with much
in a followgreater success. Alice seems to be very aggressive
up
article
and is very competitive. In 2009 I frost-seeded
once
the
Kopu 2 and separately Huia New Zealand white
stands have
clover on many acres at about 2 pounds per acre.
b e e n
White clover establishes far slower than red clover
established.
and has no significant impact until its second year.
There
Now I can see how well a stand was established
was a fair
with such little seed. Of course, white clover is not
amount of
as high yielding as red clover. However, white clover
a l f a l f a
The tanning agent of bird’s-foot trefoil (yellow
has several advantages that other clovers or legumes
present when
flower) inhibits reproduction of stomach worms.
don’t have. Firstly, it doesn’t lignify when the
I converted the
temperatures get above 90 degrees. Secondly, its energy
hayfields at my
versus protein content is balanced. Furthermore, white clover farm into pasture. I assumed that the alfalfa would not take
can be very persistent. Lastly, it does not lose palatability no the grazing long and it indeed didn’t. I consider alfalfa a
matter how mature the stand is. In short, it is great to have harvesting forage rather than a pasturing forage. I do still have
white clover in the pasture with no downside to it....well, some alfalfa that persisted a while longer and the sheep eat it
unless you fear the afore-mentioned bloat.
right away when entering fresh pasture.
I also frost-seeded Ladino white clover in a newly
I also have some sweet clover in the pasture. Sheep like
acquired 20-acre parcel. I chose that one despite my previous the immature plants as well. Again a little side note for the
bad experience simply to try yet another variety of white curious minds: Sweet clover is called Stone Clover (Steinklee)
clover. Since it is the first year of its establishment, the jury is in German due to its ability to grow in areas that seem to have
still out on this one.
no soil and appear to have just stones. And then there are the
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typical “weeds” that always will be there, such as narrowleaved plantain and dandelion. Sheep don’t consider them
weeds but find them delicious instead. Which leads me to
something important: While some forages are clearly more
advantageous than others, one should not forget that sheep,
just like us, love variety. I suspect that the total intake is
higher when variety is offered versus a pure stand of a
particular forage. However, I have no proof for this. In
addition, various plants offer ingredients that others don’t.
Leaves from trees or from plants with taproots have a higher
content of zinc. Bird’s-foot trefoil has a higher content of
tanning agents. Narrow-leaved, or English, plantain is known
to have antibiotics in it. Variety also seems to offer a broader
spectrum of ingredients that may help prevent diseases and
deficiencies.
These “weeds” as well as the “native” or volunteer grasses
and clovers are welcomed at my farm. They cost me nothing
and the mere fact that they volunteer states how persistent
they are. In my opinion, it is an illusion to think you can get
rid of them. It will be costly to try and likely to be
unsuccessful. It is in my opinion also a mistake trying to get
the “best” species of grass there is unless you are willing to
create the high-input conditions that this species may need.
The cost is high and the added benefit may be in no relation
to the added expense. Keep in mind, I am talking exclusively
about sheep pasture, not dairy pasture. I’d choose what
establishes easily, yields a lot, and is liked by the sheep.
As far as weeds are concerned that the sheep don’t like, I
have given up in my quest of wanting to eliminate them.
That can drive you crazy. Instead, I have noticed that strong
stands of grass, especially orchard grass, and in addition
bush-hogging the pasture after the grass developed seed stems
(mainly to rejuvenate the stand), have such an impact on
undesirable weeds like Canada and bull thistle that their
stands become much weaker over time and thus manageable.

Zealand white clover should be the two dominant species in
the mix. One could add some bluegrass as an additional grass
species and red clover and bird’s-foot trefoil as additional
legumes to the mix.
Generally speaking, in most cases I prefer improving
existing stands by frost-seeding rather than plowing them up
and reseeding them. It is far more cost and time effective.
The thought of plowing something up and establishing the
perfect sheep pasture is tempting. However, rarely does it
work out in real life the way I thought it out in my head.
Having that said, I did exactly that on a 14-acre rented parcel
that had no hope of improving and was also of very rough
terrain. I had it plowed and then reseeded it with my very
own mixture that I consider to be “perfect.” How much my
wishes and reality overlap remains to be seen once the stand
is established and will be material for an article yet to be
written.
Ulf Kintzel is a native of Germany and lives in the US since 1995. In
2006 he moved from New Jersey to Rushville in the Finger Lakes area
in upstate New York. Ulf owns and operates White Clover Sheep Farm.
He breeds and raises grass-fed White Dorper sheep without any grain
feeding. His website address is www.whitecloversheepfarm.com. He can
be reached by e-mail at ulf@whitecloversheepfarm.com or by phone at
585-554-3313.

I am often asked, “What is the best pasture mix for sheep?” I
think that a late-heading orchard grass and a persistent
variety of white clover such as Alice, Kopu 2, or Huia New
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