
he knee-high ewes grazing beneath the 
trees on Kathie Miller’s little farm near 

Merlin, Ore. carry a big legacy. They’re 
direct descendants of the flocks herded 

across Europe by farmers spreading from 
Mesopotamia nearly five thousand years ago. 

Isolated for millennia on the remote, wind-
swept island of St. Kilda off the Scottish coast, 
a small flock of Soay sheep held on to its 
unique batch of genes. Meanwhile, thousands 
of breeds came and went as man searched  
for longer, whiter fleece or bigger frames. 

“This is the transition breed between wild 
sheep and domestic sheep,” Miller says, as a 
curious ewe sniffs at her ear. She and a friend 
bought about two dozen of the rare sheep 
from a Canadian medical research firm that 
used Soay blood in its immunology research.  
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Above: This ram is one of about 90 purebred British Soay 
rams outside of Europe, and guardian of an ancient gene 
pool. Right: Kathie Miller breeds British Soays, which 
offer dark wool, lean meat, and broad genetic diversity.
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