
Toolbo While Suffolk sheep get a lot of attention as a 
terminal sire breed, they are also valued and 
celebrated for the maternal qualities that make 
Suffolk ewes valuable to their owners. There is 
limited research data available in quantifying 
a ewes’ value as it relates to maternal traits, so 
experts on this topic (the top twenty registrars in 
our breed, along with directors), were asked to 
give their feedback on evaluating their Suffolk 
ewes. The collected observations, thoughts, and 
opinions of these producers give insight into 
the performance of Suffolk ewes as mamas and 
milkers 

THOSE SURVEYED WERE ASKED TO GIVE A 
COMPOSITE RATING OF THEIR DAM FLOCK ON THE 
FOLLOWING BEHAVIORS: (1 BEING LOW, 5 BEING 
HIGH) THE ACCUMULATED SCORES RESULTED IN THE 
FOLLOWING AVERAGES:

4.15.... Births lambs with little or no assistance 
4.6..... Responds quickly to newborn lambs by  

           getting up and cleaning them 
4.2..... Has a healthy size udder, well placed,  

            with ample milk supply and easy to  
            access teats 

4.55... Has a protective nature over her lambs 
4.6..... Allows lambs nurse for adequate  

            amounts of time 
4.65... Locates her lambs and is available to them  

             in a mixing pen with other ewes and lambs 
4.6..... Lactates with ease and an abundant  

             supply of milk for her lambs from birthing  
             to weaning 

Based on these high marks, a large number of 
Suffolk ewes are doing a very good job for their 
owners. And apparently this isn’t an accident 
in these large flocks. As put by Rob Zelinsky 
of South Dakota, “...we haven’t tolerated poor 
mothers, bad udder shape and lack of milk for 
20 years and we are finally to a place where I am 
as confident in our maternal traits as I am in our 
paternal traits.” 

These same Suffolk breeders were then asked to 
respond to the series of questions listed below. 
Their responses give valuable insight into some 
management tools that all Suffolk breeders 
might take into consideration. 
1. DESCRIBE ANY ADDITIONAL BEHAVIORS YOU’VE 
OBSERVED IN YOUR SUFFOLK EWES THAT MAKE 
THEM ‘GOOD MOTHERS’. 

• Ewes are gentle with their lambs and not 
aggressive toward other lambs 

• Ewes are calm in the lambing jug, and careful 
to not step or lay on lambs • Some teach 
their twins/triplets to lay together in the 
mixing pen 

• Ewes should hold their condition during 
lactation, not end up skin and bones at 
weaning 

• Ewes are quick to clean and attend to 
newborn lambs 

• Ewes stand for adequate milking time for the 
lambs 

• Ewes call out to their lambs and respond to 
their lambs’ baas 

• Carol Heupel of Colorado, shared their 
maternal scoring system: “We score our ewes 
at lambing on: 

1. “lambing on own” or assistance 
needed (we id breach, tangled lambs, 
etc.), mothering, 

2. udder (teat size, 
size of udder, 
ease of milking, 
amount of milk), 

3. handling (follows 
good, easy to 
work with in the 
jail, etc.) 

4. later a score 
how she is in the 
group pen (keeps 
track of lambs, 
if she's mean to 
other lambs etc.). Each one we score 
1-10. Then I give an overall score: a * 
is perfect - loved her, or gd +, Good or 
poor. Or if she really made me mad I 
put a cull next to the entry." 

2. DO YOU THINK THESE TRAITS ARE HERITABLE? IF 
SO, TO WHAT DEGREE? CAN YOU GIVE EXAMPLES? 

• Udder depth and teat placement and size 
seem to have a heritable component 

• Selection of replacement ewes are kept 
based on their mothers’ maternal traits 

• Personality and maternal traits seem 
heritable – sometimes to a very large degree 

• Disposition can be both heritable and 
learned. As put by Rob Zelinsky; “Sheep take 
on the personality of their shepherds. The 
character/emotion that shepherds display 
in their sheep flocks when they are being 
handled affects the fight or flight hormones 
in the flock and creates a level of calm or 
escalates fear… Our goal with working our 
ewes in a calm, deliberate manner is when 
we get to this time of year and lambs are 
being born, during lamb checks we can 
walk amongst the ewes without them being 
startled and sometimes they will stay lying 
while ruminating. That’s the goal."

• Greg Ahart of California responded “Bad 
mothers don’t reproduce in my operation, 
but I will keep the daughter of a good mother 

based purely on the expectation that she will 
be a good mother as well.

3. ARE THERE BEHAVIORS THAT WOULD LEAD YOU 
TO CULL A EWE? DESCRIBE THE BEHAVIOR. 

• Non-responsive to newborn lambs, losing 
lambs in the mixing pen 

• ‘Tasmanian devil’ behavior in the lambing jug 
• Nervous personality 
• Not letting lambs nurse 
• Paul Russell of Indiana shares, “We had one 

ewe with a bad attitude and we tolerated 
her, her daughters and granddaughters, 
who all were very high-quality sheep, but all 
had the same bad attitude. We finally culled 

the whole line of them, 
solely because of their 
aggressive behaviors.” 
Radell Shrock of Virginia 
added “What you tolerate 
is what you will have… 
multiplied! I have culled 
some animals with 
ideal phenotype simply 
because they were too 
wild or didn’t milk well 
enough.” 

4. DO YOU PRIORITIZE CERTAIN EWE FAMILIES WHEN 
KEEPING REPLACEMENT EWE LAMBS OR SELECTING 
STUD PROSPECT LAMBS? 

• With only 2 exceptions, all respondents 
said they absolutely consider the maternal 
performance line when considering both 
ewe lamb replacements and stud ram 
prospects. 

• One producer gives priority to twin lambs 
born by Jan.25 to mothers that are gentle 
and maintain good flesh. 

• Bill MacCauley of Pennsylvania added “We 
also find maternal traits are passed through 
the ram lines and we have culled rams that 
do not produce good mothers.” 

5. IF YOU PRIORITIZE CERTAIN EWE-BASED GENETIC 
LINES, TO WHAT DEGREE ARE DECISIONS BASED ON:

• past performance - responses  
averaged 51.33% 

• genotype - responses averaged 11.5% 
• phenotype - responses averaged 26.33% 
• Some producers also consider qualitative 

measures such as BW, WW, 120 D WT and 
REA. 

6. HAVE YOU OBSERVED A CORRELATION WITH 
ESTRUS/ LAMBING DATES IN CERTAIN GENETIC 
LINES? (EX.- SISTERS, MOTHER, GRANDMOTHER, 
ALL LAMBING NEAR THE SAME TIME?) 
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• Each producer responded that yes, certain 
families consistently lamb about the same 
time each year. 

• Outside factors do intervene in this common 
occurrence; such as use of cidr’s, AI, and 
environmental factors. 

• Radell Schrock added “Certain ewe families 
and daughters of certain rams are always 
more represented in our early lambing 
group. On a similar note, while prolificacy 
is considered to be lowly heritable and 
impacted more by nutrition than genetics, 
we have seen certain ewe families and 
daughters of certain rams tend to be quicker 
than their peers to step up and throw in an 
extra lamb when the nutrition levels are 
ideal. For example, one year we had more 
triplets than usual. There was one large 
breeding group that we had pastured on a 
field of millet that was at the perfect grazing 
stage and free of any parasite load. It was no 
surprise that this group ended up having a 
much better lambing percentage than the 
others. But the diet they received during 
breeding wasn’t the only important factor.  
All the ewes that had triplets except one 
were daughters of a ram we had already 
noted from previous years tended to 
produce prolific daughters.” 

In a search for quantitative evaluation of 
lactation, the following article from SMALL 
RUMINANT RESEARCH, volume 7, issue 3, May 
1992, authored by Sakul, W.J. Boylan adds 
insight to our topic.

Evaluation of U.S. sheep breeds for milk 
production and milk composition:
 
ABSTRACT: 
Seven standard, Dorset (D), Finnsheep (F), Lincoln (L), 
Rambouillet (R), Romanov (Ro), Suffolk (S), Targhee 
(T), and three synthetic breeds of sheep, Synthetic I 
(F×L), Synthetic II (D×R), and Synthetic III (F×L) × (D×R), 
were evaluated for milk yield (MILK, 1), average daily 
milk yield (ADY, ml) and contents of fat, protein, lactose 
and total solids in a five-year lactation trial. Highly 
significant differences were observed (P<0.01) among 
breeds for all traits (30 d postpartum after weaning) 
except percentages of fat and lactose. Average total milk 
yield was 65.51 in 122 d, and average daily milk was 
533 ml. Suffolk were superior for MILK (83 liters) and ADY 
(680 ml), followed by Synthetic II. Lowest MILK and ADY 
values were recorded for Romanov (35 liters and 299 ml, 
respectively). Synthetic I ranked second lowest. Overall 
average fat content of milk was 6.0%, Suffolk produced 
the highest average (6.6%), followed by Dorset (6.5%). 
Lowest fat percentage was in Synthetic I (5.6%) milk. 
Overall average protein content was 5.8%; milk of Dorset, 
Romanov and Synthetic II was similar (6.1%) and ranked 

highest. Overall average lactose and total solids contents 
were 4.8% and 17.4%, respectively. Rambouillet ranked 
first for lactose (4.9%). Finnsheep had lowest percentages 
of milk protein and lactose (5.4% and 4.7%, respectively), 
and ranked second lowest for total solids (16.8%). Dorset 
excelled for total solids (18.2%). Targhee, Lincoln and 
Synthetic III were intermediate in all traits.

It was concluded that variation exists among and within 
U.S. sheep breeds for milk production traits. Overall 
performance for milk production was lower than “dairy” 
sheep breeds of Europe and Middle East. Introduction 
of superior non-U.S. germ plasm could result in faster 
genetic improvement than selection within existing U.S. 
breeds over many generations.

In November of 2001, a Dairy Sheep Symposium 
was held in Eau Claire, Wisconsin.  The following 
excerpt is copied from a presentation by David L. 
Thomas, Department of Animal Sciences at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

“…Adequate milk production and udder health are 
important traits so that ewes have enough milk to 
successfully raise two or three lambs.  Indirect selection 
for increased milk production has been through selection 
for heavy lamb weaning weights, and ewes are often 
culled for low milk production estimated from low lamb 
weaning weights or ewe udder size, or presence of udder 
disease.  …

Dr. William Boylan and his students at the University of 
Minnesota, St. Paul were the first research group in North 
America to compare several North American breeds of 
sheep for milk production in a dairy production setting. 
(Boylan et al., 1991; Sakul and Boylan, 1992a; Sakul 
and Boylan 1992b; Boylan 1995)   Results presented in 
two of their studies are reproduced in Table 1.   Ewes 
were milked twice per day for approximately 120 days 
following the weaning of their lambs at approximately 30 
days postpartum. Milk yields are for the machine-milking 
period.

Table 1: Lactation performance of several breeds raised 
for meat and wool in North America

These two research articles are useful for 
our consideration. But the observations and 
experiences that come from Suffolk breeders 
across the country are valuable resources for 
consideration. Big Sky Suffolks in Montana 

added another factor into the discussion as they 
shared the following; 

“Our family has run white face range bands since 
1887. When we start lambing or working the 
Suffolk seedstock flock it is instantly obvious 
that the Suffolk is much more intelligent 
than the other breeds. Their ability to better 
manage multiple births I feel is attributed more 
to intelligence than to the normal mothering 
instinct that all animals are born with. A typical 
white face range ewe can handle twins if things 
are perfect. If she becomes flustered where her 
natural instinct becomes challenged, she shuts 
down and will put all of her attention towards 
one lamb. An intelligent Suffolk ewe can think 
her way through the chaos and reestablish her 
family. This intelligence trait is highly inheritable. 
Under ideal conditions such as a small flock 
with good facilities a ewe is never challenged 
and therefore may never be culled for being 
“dumb”!!! If we have a Suffolk ewe that cannot 
keep track of her twins she is culled. I strongly 
feel that this level of intelligence is completely 
separate from the basic mothering ability which 
to me is cleaning her lambs, allowing them to 
nurse, keeping track of them for the first day. 
After that first day of instinctive mothering, 
intelligence becomes the driver for a successful 
Suffolk ewe. In Montana we deal with a number 
of challenges that are specific to this region. Our 
Suffolks do not run in the rugged mountains 
as a range band. They produce breeding rams 
so competing under a least cost management 
scenario does not make sense. However, our 
Suffolk flock still has a bear, wolf, and coyote 
threat. These ladies will keep an eye out for 
danger and actually choose softer paths when 
their lambs are babies. These actions do not 
happen with other breeds except the North 
Country Cheviot which is also highly intelligent. 
For us, the tighter we cull or select for specific 
traits, the smaller our gene pool becomes 
because only certain material family lines make 
the cut.” 

We, as Suffolk breeders and enthusiasts, should 
appreciate the maternal attributes of these 
mamas and milkers. The quantity and quality 
of their milk may help explain why Suffolk and 
Suffolk cross lambs grow at an exceptional rate. 
And their overall capacity for mothering instinct 
should be a consideration for producers as they 
make selection decisions within their flock. 

Let’s hear it for the girls!

 THE SUFFOLK FOUNDATION GOALS 
• EDUCATION
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• LAND
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• COLLECTIBLES
• BENEFICIARY OF LIFE INSURANCE

          @ SUFFOLKSHEEPFOUNDATION
          @SUFFOLKSHEEPFOUNDATION

WWW.SUFFOLKS.ORG/FOUNDATION
641-684-5291
INFO@SUFFOLKS.ORG

UNITED SUFFOLK SHEEP FOUNDATION
PO BOX 121, HOLLAND, IOWA 50642

BREED NUMBER MILK YIELD, LB. FAT % PROTEIN %

Dorset 28 (14) 153.3 (134.2)      6.3 (6.3) 6.1 (5.7)

Finnsheep 31 (23) 138.6 (96.8) 5.6 (6.1) 5.4 (5.5)

Lincoln 31 (15) 137.5 (116.6) 6.2 (6.8) 5.7 (5.8)

Rambouillet 30 (14) 142.6 (143) 6.2 (6.6) 5.9 (6.1)

Romanov 18 (21) 112.2 (96.8) 6.6 (7.1) 6.0 (5.9)

Suffolk 32 (17) 178.9 (151.8) 6.4 (6.7) 5.8 (5.9)

Targhee 30 (15) 161.3 (136.4) 6.1 (6.9) 5.7 (5.9)

AVERAGE 146.3 (129.3) 6.2 (6.7) 5.8 (5.9)

*the first number in each pair is from the paper of Sakul and Boylan, 1992a, and the 
second number of each pair (in parentheses) is from the paper of Boylan, 1995
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