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E SEARING IRON VS. THE KNIFE FOR 
DOCKING OR DETAILING LAMBS. 

INTRODUCTION. 

Can yomg lambs be docked or detailed as effectively by means of 
the hot searing iron or docking pincers as with a sharp knife? T h i ~  
is a subject upon which there is considerable divergence of opinion 
among many pronlinerlt range sheepmen, as well as among a consider- 
able number of small flock owners. Much has been written upon t h i ~  
subject in a'general way, while but few tests have been carried to a 
satisfactory termination in this country. I n  Australia* several dock- 
ing tests, in which a comparison has been made between the effective- 
mess of the hot iron and the knife for detailing lmbs ,  have been 
reported. In  practically all instances, the tails docked with the sharp 
knife healed sooner than ihose docked , ~ t h  the hot iron. 

All of the most progressive and successful flock owners follow an 
unfailing practice of "marking" their lambs. "Jtarking" comprises 
the docking and ear-marking of the entire lamb flock, including the 
castration of the male lambs, a t  ages ranging from ten days to six 
weeks. Preferably the "marking" should be done when the lambs are 
ahnil+ two weeks old, since these operations seem to be less severe at 

age. On the ranges where the sheep interests are extensive, it is 
impossible to "mark" the entire lamb flock at  as young an age aa 
; be desired. These operations are usually performed once or 

rwce during the dropping season, which generally covers a period ex- 
tending through five or six weeks. 

OBJECTS OF EXPERIMENT. 

I n  
starte 
test P 

1 . 1. 

more 
2. 

would 

., A, 

seas 

1916 a docking project was outlined, and active investigation was 
d at  Substation No. 7 ,  in  Dickens County. The objects of +his 
vere for the purpose of determining: 
Whether the hot searing iron or the docking pincers can he used 
effectively in clocking or detailing lambs than the sharp knife. 
Whether the castration of male lambs at  the time of docking 

. show any tendency to stunt or retard their normal development. 

PLAN. 

account of the small number of lambs availchle a t  Substation No. 
, was necessary to continue this project through several consecutive 
ons. The lambs used in this test r e r e  sired by Lincoln, Romney, 
- 
Cesigned. 
Farmers ' :letin No. 67, 1913. "The Searing Iron vs. the Knife for Detailing 
," Depir' .went of Agriculture, New South Wales. 



Rambouillet, Shropshjre, and south do^^ rams; and were out of high 
grade Rambouillet ewes. Previously to "marking," the lambs were 
c7ivided eclually, in  so far as was practicable, with special regard to 
breeding, age, sex, ancl meiglit. On account of the small number of 
lambs available, i t  was not, in all instances, possible to divide the 
several lots equally with special reference to sex. All lambs which 
were weak and unthrifty verc e-ucluclecl from the test. 

The lambs were docked at ages ranging from one to three w 
With the exception of the 1919 test, the docking was done when 
lambs averaged about eight to ten days of age. 

eeks. 
L the 

METHODS OF DOCKING. 

1. Senring.-During the 1916 ancl 1917 tests the docking chisel, 
similar to that known among ranchmen as the Ellenwood iron, was 
usecl. This iron was heated to a cherry recl ancl the docking operation 
conducted in accordance with the most progressive ideas upon this sub- 
ject. The clocking pincers replacecl the docking chisel during the tests 
conducted in 1918 and 1919. 

2. Sharp Knife.-The sharp knife was used on n representative 
group of lambs during each of the four seasons in  which this test was 
conducted. A sharp, clean blade was used in  all the' docking opera- 
tions. No cords or strings were used to stop excessive bleeding throngh- 
out this test. - 

3, Cut uiith Knife, Artery Senred.-In order to obtain more com- 
plete results, i t  was deciclecl to dock a representative number of lambs 
during the 1916 ancl 1917 tests,. with a knife, this operation being 
followed immediately with the searing of the artery by means of a 
small pointed instrument heated to a. che~ry  red. 

TRESTMENT OF WOUN'DS. 

Only in a few isolated cases, after the docks or wounds had become- 
infested with screw worms, was i t  necessary to treat any of the wounds. 

RECORDS. 

All lambs in this test mere. divided into separate groups before dock- 
ing. Each lamb was carefull? weighed immediately preceding the 
"marking." The lambs were reweighed on the second an6 seventh 
days after clocking: and thereafter a t  regular weekly intervals, until 
all the docks had completely healed. A full set of notes covering the 
condition of the sores or wounds were kept, each lamb receiving the 
attention of the attendant who made a careful record of the actual 
condition of the dock; a t  the regular weighing ~eriods. 

The test herein reported was continuecl through four seasons. Eighty- 
four lambs were dockecl with the hot iron; eighty-four were docked T\ 

the knife, and thirty-two mere docltecl with the knife-the artery af. 
wards being seared. The number of lambs comprising this test toto 
two hundred. 

At  the beginning of the test i t  was planned to continue wei 
records on the lambs through a period of from five to ~ i x  mont 
Due to the fact, however, that a severe drouth contill :rl thrm 

1 

6th 
ter- 
1d 



-IEAKINC; IRON VS. KNIFE FOR D O C R I ~ U  vn u r , l a l d N G  LAMBS. 5 

, 1917, and 1918, the lambs showed a tendency to lose weight 
er than to gain during the months of August and September of 
e respective years. It became necessary, therefore, to cliscontinue 
:ht records a t  a nlucb earlier date than had been previously an- 
)ated. 
1 Tables 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, respectively, are shorn weights and 

made by the lambs during the periods that observations were being, 
. . 

Table 1.-Gains Made by Lambs Docked in 1916. 

I Method of Docking 

Knife- 
Hot Iron . Knife Artery Seared 

l a m b s  in test.:. . . . . . . . . . .  16 9 1 5 9 16 1 5 

Weighing Dates I (Ibs.) 
11.375 
11.844 
14.300 
16.800 
18.470 
21.870 
37.130 
42.250 

Wethers 
(Ibs.) 
12.227 
12.610 

Ewes 
(I bs.) 
10.46 
10.96 
13.12 
15.19 
16.86 
20.00 
34.50 
38.92 

Wethers Ewes 
(Ibs.) (Ibs.) 
10.66 12.00 
11.11 11.95 
13.07 15.43 
14.30 ........ 
17.12 19.23 
20.89 22.84 
36.83 37.13 
44.44 43.13 

Wethers 
(lbs.) 
10.80 
11.05 
14.50 

April 17 average weight.. . . . . . . . . .  
April 19: average welght.. . . . . . . . . .  
Apr1124 averaqe we~ght . .  . . . . . . . . .  
May 1: average weight.. . . . . . . . . .  
Mav 8 averaqe we~qht . .  . . . . . . . . .  
M a t  15: average w e j h t . .  . . . . . . . . .  
July 8, average we!ght.. . . . . . . . . .  
Aug. 5, average we~ght . .  . . . . . . . . .  

Average gain per lamb. . . . . . . .  
Average ; daily gain (110 day test).. .I 

Table 2.-Gains Made by Lambs Docked in 1917. 

! Method of Docking 

KI 
Hot Iron I Knife I Arter - 

nife- 
y Seared 

Number of lambs in test. :........ 
Weighing Dates Ewes 

(Ibs.) 
13.09 
13.91 
16.44 
17.66 
22.38 
43.83 
p- 

Wethers 
(Ibs.) 
13.50 
13.96 
16.12 
19.13 
22.67 
46.68 

Ewes Wethers Ewes Wethers 
(Ibs.) (Ibs.) (Ibs.) 
13.24 11.33 13.15 
13.42 11.88 13.57 
15.98 13.66 15.58 
18.10 16.24 18.02 
21.19 18.62 21.52 
48.33 39.70 41.70 --- 
35.09 28.37 28.55 

(Ibs.) 
11.72 
12.35 
14.20 
16.68 
19.46 

April 18, average weight.. . . . . .  
April 20, average weight.. . . . . .  
April 25, average we!ght . . . . . .  
May 2, average weyht . .  ..... 
&lay 9, average we~ght . . . . . .  
J ~ 1 y  9, average weight.. . . . .  

. . . . . . .  Average gain per lamb. 

Average daily gain (82 day test) 

Table 3.-Gains Made by Lambs Docked in 1918-Test A. 

I Me hod o. Do-king. I Hot Iron ( Kni'e 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Number of lambs in test . .  / 9 1 9 1 6 1 '  12 

Weighing Dates 

April 9 average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
April 11: average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
April 16, average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
April 23, average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
April 30, average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
May 7, average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
July 1. average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Average gain per lamb. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .'. . . . . . . .  

Wethers 
(Ibs.) 
11.29 
11.68 
14.27 
17.66 
19.12 
21.47 
39.57 

28.28 

Ewes 
(lbs.) 
11.30 
11.80 
13.82 
16.63 
19.15 
20.21 
37.18 

25.88 

Wethers 
(Ibs.) 
13.45 
13.75 
16.48 
19.15 
21.16 
23.86 
42.35 

Average daily gain (83 day test). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  / 0.3121 

Ewes 
(lbs.) 
13.21 
13.50 
15.36 
18.08 
18.41 
20.85 
37.51 

-1- 
28.90 ) 24.30 
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Table 4.--Gains Made Dv Lambs Uoclted In 1.918--1-est n. 

A summary of the four years' tests is shown in Table 6. Close 
bxamination of the docks after detailing the lambs revealed the fact 
,hat there were three outstanding conditions prevalent the second d9.v 
after docking. These conditions might properly be designate 
follow8 : 

1. Docks inflamed, swollen, and discharging. 
2. Docks inflamed and discharging, but healing. 
3. Healthy dry sores. 

Method of Docking. 

) ~ o t  1ron Knife 

umber of lambs in teat. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Weighing Dates 

pri123 average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . , . . . . . 
~ p r / l 2 5 :  average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Apr~l 30 average welght.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
May 7' average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
May 14' average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
May 21: average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
July 1. average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Average gain per lamb.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
verage daily gain (69 day teat). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

7 

Wethere 
(Ibs.) 
12.14 
12.75 
13.34 
15.25 
17.37 
19.71 
32.06 

19.92 

0.288 

7 

Ewes 
(Ibs.) 
12.67 
13.20 
13.08 
15.48 
18.86 
21.65 
33.73 

21.06 

0.305 

Table 5.-Gains Made by Lambs Docked in 1919. 

Jumber of lamba in test. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Weighing Dates 

May 1, average wejght. .: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
May 3 average we~ght.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
May 8' average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
May 15' average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
May 22' average weight. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
May 29' average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
rune 5: average wejght.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
uly 1, average weight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Average gain per lamb. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
~verage daily gain (61 day test). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

5 

Wethers 
(Iba.) 
13.70 
14.16 
14.46 
16.54 
18.44 
20.84 
35.72 

22.02 

0.319 

Method of Docking 

Ewea 
(Ibs 
11 .& 
13.27 
13.56 
14.95 
17.58 
20.72 
34.20 ---- 
22.55 

0.327 

Hot Iron Knife 

9 . 

Ewes 
(Iba 
18.88 
18.84 
21.62 
25.08 
29.46 
34.57 
39.63 
53.90 

35.82 

0.59 

9 

Ewes 
(Ibe 
1 7  
18.51 
23.00 
26.02 
30.02 
34.82 
38.07 
55.10 

37.60 

0.62 

8 

Wethers 
(Ibs. . 
19.20 
19.90 
21.61 
25.18 
28.83 
33.01 
37.43 
50.66 ---- 
31.26 

0.51 

( l u . ~ ~  
20.01 
22.71 
26.82 
31.16 
36.81 
42.26 
59.10 

39.85 

0.65 



Table 6.-Condition of Docks.-Summary of 1916. 1917, 1918, and 1919 Tests. 

Examination 
after docklng 

( in davr) 

Condition of Tailr or Docks in Percentages 

Docked With Hot Iron Docked With Knife Docked with Knife-Artery Seared 

Inflamed, Inflamed Intlamed, Inflam.ed 
swollen I and din- 1 Healthy 1 swollen 1 and dis- 1 Heal? 1 
and dis: charging dry sores Healed Healed and din- charging dry mores Healed 
charging but heal~ng charglng but heallng 
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SEARING IRON VS. I<NIPE FOP, DOCICING OR DETAILING LAMBS. 9 

The condition of the tails or docks a t  the several intervals after the 
docking operation is sho1\vn i n  percentages in Table 6. 

FIRST EXA3fINATION O F  DOCK TWO DAYS AFTER DOCKING. 

Tails Seared.-The docks of 34.5 per cent. of the lambs comprising 
this group were inflamed, swollen, and discharging; 33.5 per cent. of 
the docks were discharging, but were not swollen; 32 per cent. of the 
doclrs showed all indications of being dry, healthy sores. 

T a i b  Removed wit72 Knife.-The docks of 8.2 per cent. of the lambs 
comprising this group were inflamecl, swollen, and discharging; 26.8 
per cent. of the clocks were discharging, but showed indicatio~ls of 
healing, while around 65 per cent. of the docks were dry, healthy sores. 

Tails Removed wiih linife-Artery Seared.-The docks of 11.7 per 
cent. of the lambs comprising this group were inflamed, swollen, and 
dkcharging; 46.8 per cent. of the docks were discharging, but healing, 
while 41.5 per cent. off the docks were dry, healthy sores. 

SECOND EXAMINATION OF DOCKS SEVEN DAYS AFTER DOCKING. 

Tails Seared.-The docks of 32.2 per cent. of the lambs comprising 
this group were inflamed, swollen, and discharging; 38.8 per cent. of 
the clocks were inflamed and discharging but healing, and 29 per cent. 
of the docks were dry, healthy sores. 

Tails Removed with Knife.-The docks of 3.2 per cent. of the lambs 
comprising this group were inflamed, swollen, and discharging; 1'7.5, 
per cent. of the clocks wcre inflamed ancl discharging, but healing, while 
79.3 per cent. of the doclts were dry, healthy sores. 

Tails Removed with Knife--Artery Seared.-The docks of 3.3 per 
cent. of the lambs comprising this group were inflamed, swollen, and 
discharging; 26.2 per cent. of the clocks were inflanwd and discharging,. 
but healing, while 71.5 per cent. of the docks were dry, healthy sores, 

THIRD EXSMINATION OF DOCKS *FOURTEEN DAYS AFTER DOCKING. 

Tails Seared.-The docks of 10 per cent. of the lambs comprising 
this group wcre inflamed, swollen, and discharging; 39.3 per cent. of 
the docli~ were inflamed 2nd discharging, but healing; 45.2 per cent. 
were dry, healthy sores, while 5.5 per cent. of the docks had healed. 

Tails Removed ?pith Knife.-The docks of 3.2 per cent. of the lambs 
comprising this group were inflamed and discharging, but healing; 48.4 
per cent. of the docks were healthy, dry sores, while 48.4 per cent. of 
the docks had entirely healecl. 

Tails Removed ?c7ith Knife-~lrterzy Snored.-The docks of 11.8 per 
cent. of the lambs comprising this group vere inflamed and discharging, 
hut healinp; 50.4 per cent. of the clocks were dry, healthy sores, while 
37.8 per cent. of the clocks had entirely healed. 

FOURTH EXAMIN-4TION O F  DOCKS TWENTY-ONE DAY'S AFTER DOCKING. 

Tnib Seared.-The docks of 1.2 per cent. of the lambs comprising 
this group were inflamed, swollen, ancl discharging; 13.6 per cent. of the 
clocks were inflamecl and discharging, but healing; 57.4 per cent. of the 



docks showed dry, healthy sores, while 27.8 per cent. of the docks-had 
entirely healed. 

Tails Removed with Knife.-The docks of 2 per cent. of the lambs 
comprising this group showed dry, healthy sores, while 98 per cent. of 
the docks had healed. 

Tails Removed with Knife-,4rtery Seared.-The docks of 11.9 per 
cent. of the lambs comprising this group showed dry, health3 
while 88.1 per cent. of the docks had healed. 

7 sores, 

I f l U T N f l  FIFTH EXAMINATION OF DOCKS TWENTY-EIGHT DAYS AFTER DC,,,,.,. 

Tails Seared.-The docks of 11.6 per cent. of the lambs comprising 
this group showed dry, healthy sores, while 88.4 per cent. of the docks 
had healed. 

'Tails Bemoved with, Knife.-The docks of all lambs comprising this 
group had entirely healed previously to the end of the twenty-eight-day 
period. 
Tails Removed with Knife-Artery Seared.-The docks of all lambs 

comprising this group had entirely healed previously to the end of the 
twenty-eight-day period. 

SIXTH EXAMINATION OF DOCKS THIRTY-FIVE DAYS AFTER DOCKING. 

Tails Seared.-The docks of all lambs comprising this group had 
entirely healed, thirty-five days after docking. 

TITE HEALING OF T E E  DOCK. 

This investigation revealed that the sores resulting from docking 
lambs with the hot iron were, in most ilnstances, much uglier than 
when docked with the clean, sharp knife. A large percentage of the 
docks of the lambs that were docked with the hot iron became severely 
inflamed and swollen within a few days after the docking operation, 
and continued to discharge for a number of days thereafter. The 
greater percentage of the lambs docked vith the knife presented healthy 
sores, and i t  seemed that healing began almost immediately after the 
operation. It is very probable that in some instances the bone was not 
seared a t  the joint, in which event the tendency would be to create an 
uglier wound. It is a more difficult task to sever the tail at the joint 
when the hot iron is used than when this operation is performed with 
the knife. 

DEATHS RESULTING FROM DOCKING. 

I n  the test herein reported two cases resulted fatally. I n  1917 one 
of the strongest and most thrifty lambs docked with the hot iron be- 
came paxalyzed in the rear quarters. The first symptom manifested 
was the severe swelling of the docli. Ten days after the operation the 

. swelling had extended well forward from the dock to the middle portion 
of the back, and the lamb was in an utterly helpless condition. When 
given assistance, i t  took nonrishment readily and received a suflicient 
amount of milk daily to provide for the proper body maintenance. 
For a number of days the back was massaged and the dock was 
washed with the various disinfectants. Various. treatments were ad- 
ministered for about a week's time without avail, the lamb being finally 



killed. No  blood tests were made, hence the actual cause of this con- 
dition was not ascertained. 

In 1919 a ,strong, thrifty lamb weighing 20.9 pounds died within a 
few hours after having been docked with the sharp knife. The at- 
tendant observed the lamb closely for several hol~rs after docking and 
reported that death must hare resulted from the shock received at  the 
time of docking, since he was certain tlmt very little blood was lost in  
this particular case. 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE LAMBS. 

In Table 7' are shown the average gains made by the two hundred 
head of female and wether lambs which were under observation during 
this experiment. The average period through which weight records 
were kept extended over eighty-one days. This table shows the com- 
parative gains made by the lambs docked by the different methods. 

Tab!e 7.-Average Gains Made by Female and Wether Lambs. 

I Method of Docking 
- -  - 

Knife / Hot Iron 1 Knife I Artery Seared* 

lation based oa 3.5 137 p 2riod for Iambs doaked with knife.-artery seared. 

The average gain during the eighty-one-day period made by all lambs 
docked with the hot iron was 29.85 pounds, while3the gain made by 
the lambs docked with the sharp knife averaged 30.32 pounds. It is 
thus shown that throughout this test the lambs docked with the sharp 
knife made a slightly larger gain than those docked with the hot iron. 

10 
Wethers 
29.02 

0.302 

of lambs docked.. . . . . . . . . ........................ I E$es 1 Wf?her! E$?s 
gain per lamb. 81 days . .  . . 29.30 30.50 29.35 

rage daily gain, lbs.. . . . . . . 1 0.3611 0. 374 0.362 

EFFECTS OF CASTRATION ON DEVELOPMENT OF THE WETHER LAXBS. 

e operations of castrating and docking were performed in  a clean 
Feu, as nearly free from dust and dirt as was possible to select. The 
lambs were in all instances allowed to settle down before performing 
these operations, in order to obviate an overheated and excited condi- 
tion which would have more than likely resulted with severe bleeding 
and possibly some fatalities. 

By referring to Table '?, i t  will be observed that the wether lambs 
doclred with the hot iron and with the knife made greater gains than 
did the ewe lambs. By taking a separa.b average of the gains made 
by the wether lambs and the erne lambs docked with the hot iron and 
the knife, it was fonnd that the average daily gain ma& by the 
wethers during the sighty-one-day period was 30.98 pounds, while that 
made by the ewe lambs during the same period averaged 29.32 
pounds; thus a diflerence of 1.66 pounds gain i n  favor of the wether 
lambs is shown. I n  testst conducted in Australia it was revealed that 
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-Wethers 
31.46 ------ 
0.388 

Ewes 
30.40 

0.316 
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SUMMARY OF THE DOCKING TEC 

sing was 

I docked 
0 I t  

le of doc 
given pe 

:king showed 
riod over the 

ibs indic . . 1. The results obtained in  docking two hunarea lan :ated 
hat there is no advantage to be gained i n  docking young lambs with 
he hot iron or docking pincers. This operation can be performed 
nore quickly with the knife, and apparently with no great danger of 

fatalities due to excessive bleeding. 
2. The lambs docked with the sharp knife healed one week sooner 

han those docked with the hot iron. 
3. I n  practically every instance the knife left a healthier, cleaner 

round or sore than did the hot iron. 
4. Less suffer incurred when lambs were docked with the 

;harp knife. 
5. The lambs with -the knife made a slightly larger gain 

;hroughout the test tnau did those docked with the hot iron. 
6. No advantage was gained by searing the artery after docking 

r i th  the knife. 
7 .  The castration of male lambs at  the time of docking revealed 

ihat this operation does not hinder development, since the wether lambs 
rhowed a greater gain than did the ewe lambs. 
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