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latteninp 
WESTERN and NATIVE LAMBS 

R. M. Jordan and R. E. Jacobs1 

MINNESOTA FARMERS grain feed 
about 250,000 lambs annually. 

These feeder lambs are either shipped 
in from western states (known as 
western lambs) or produced in Minne
sota and the Dakotas (known as native 
lambs). About 25 to 30 percent of all 
the lambs in the United States and 15 
to 20 percent of Minnesota native lambs 
are fattened in dry lot. 

Poor management, feeding, and mar
keting of feeder lambs too often have 
meant poor returns for labor and capi
tal. High interest rates, transportation 
charges, and labor and feed costs have 
left little spread in price between feeder 

lambs and fat lambs. All this makes it 
more necessary than ever to feed and 
manage your lambs to get the best and 
most economical gains and to cut down 
death losses. 

During the past 30 years the Uni
versity of Minnesota's West Central Ex
periment Station at Morris has con
ducted over 50 feeding trials in fatten
ing lambs for market. The trials have 
involved different types of lambs, com
binations of feeds, and methods of feed
ing. The basic rules for successful and 
profitable lamb feeding given in this 
bulletin are based, in part, on results 
of these trials. 

• Select the Right lambs 
Healthy, thrifty, and rugged feeder 

lambs are essential for rapid and effi
cient gains. Select lambs that have con
siderable bone and substance, short 
necks, and wide shoulders and backs. 
Pay particular attention to the depth of 
body and feed capacity. Fine-boned, 
shallow-bodied lambs with loose, un
thrifty appearing fleeces are usually in
efficient, slow gainers. 

The preferred weight of feeder lambs 
is 65 to 75 pounds. Select 65-pound 
feeder lambs if you plan to feed a lot 
of roughage, or if you're pasturing the 
lambs on crop aftermath or stalk fields 

for part of the feeding period. If you 
have plenty of grain or prefer to feed 
several different sets of lambs during 
the year, select lambs weighing about 
75 pounds. · 

Health, ruggedness, and depth of body 
are far more important than the color 
of the lamb's face. Black face, white 
face, native, or western lambs have per
formed equally well in our feed lots. 
Your order buyer or lamb dealer win 
be a big help in buying thrifty, healthy, 
rugged lambs from ranchers whose 
Jambs have performed well in Minne
sota in the past. 

~ R. M. Jordan is associate professor, Department of Animal Husbandry. R. E. Jacobs is 
associate professor and Extension Livestock Specialist. 
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• Give Lambs Special Care on Arrival 
Regain the Shrink 

The buyer always pays for t he w e igh t 
of the Jambs a t the sh ipping point. 
Lambs normally shrink 4 to 8 pounds 
per head when sh ipped from a central 
market and 6 to 10 pounds from a wes t-

rn r ange area . The amount will depend 
on shi pping conditions, distance, and 
parti cul arly w eighing conditions. It is 
impor tant to r egain lost weight rapidly. 
So don' t semi-s tar ve lambs for a w e k 
or two but ge t them on feed r a pidly . 
Lambs need a source of protein a nd 

ner gy to ward off illness a nd put them 
into the pr oper condition to go on 
fu 11 feed . 

When the lambs arrive a t your feed 
lot, feed onl y h igh -qu ality mixed gr ass 
and legum e hay and water the firs t day. 

On the second day feed about one-fifth 
pound of 40 per cent protein sup pl ment 
p r lamb. By the th ird or fo urth day 
all of th e lambs should be eating. Then 
add one-fifth pound of gr ain each day 
to the protein supplem nt until the 
lambs are eating about a pou nd of grain 
per head daily. From tha t point on, in
cr ase t he gr ain a bout on e- tenth pound 
per lamb da ily until the lambs are on 
full feed . 

A f ull grai n feed is a bout ll/2 to 2 
po unds per Jamb or wh a t the la m bs will 
clean up in a bout 15 to 20 mi nutes. 
During this period , provide all of the 
hi gh-quality hay the lambs ca n clean up 
(alfalfa or alfalfa-brom ). After the 
lambs ar e on full feed , the protein sup
pl ement m ay b cut out entirely or 
r ed uced to one- tenth pound p r Jamb 

Fig. 1. Lambs se lf-fed prote in and corn out of a flat -bottom feed er. This type of 
feede r is e asy and e conomical to build, and it lends itse lf well to m e cha n ized h a ndling 
of fe ed (see fig . 5). General construction details can b e judged from the photograph
the bottom of the feeder se t s 8 inches off the ground, 9-inch spacing between the I x 8 
sideboards g ives the lambs ample headroom. and the well -sp a ce d 2 x 4 bracing gives 
a de quate stre ngth without e xcess w e ight. F eeders shown h e r e a r e 12 feet in length. 
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daily, provided high-quality legume hay 
is fed. 

Self-feeding a mixture of grain and 
hay reduces labor costs. If a self-feeding 
program is used, the lambs may be 
turned onto self-feeders on the second 
or third day after arriving. A feed mix
ture consisting of 75 percent to 80 per
cent chopped alfalfa; 20 percent to 25 
percent barley, cracked corn, or ground 
ear corn; and 5 to 10 percent protein 
supplement has worked well as a start
ing feed. Gradually reduce the amount 
of hay and increase the amount of grain 
by adding cracked corn until the lambs 
are on a full feed consisting of at least 
50 percent corn or its equivalent. This 
change from a high-roughage ration to 
a ration of about equal parts of grain 
and roughage requires about 2 weeks. 
The protein supplement is not essential 
if you use good quality hay. 

Control Parasites 

Native and Dakota feeder lambs usu
ally carry internal parasites. When the 
lambs are well started on feed (usually 
the second or third week), worm them 
with phenothiazine. You can do this by 
drenching each lamb with three-fourths 
to one ounce of phenothiazine or by 
mixing three-fourths to one ounce of 
phenothiazine in the amount of ground 
grain that the lambs will eat at one 
feeding. Mixing with grain will take 
less labor. 

An abnormally heavy infestation of 
ticks can reduce rate of gain. Spray 
with a recommended insecticide only 
if the weather is warm (August or 
September). Ticks will leave the lambs 
if they are sheared during cold weather. 
Don't spray during the winter months; 
use dust instead. 

I Consider the Economics of feeding 
Weight Gains 

Lambs on a full feed of legume hay 
and corn will gain .35 to .40 pound per 
day. Eighty to 100 days is the usual 
feeding period. The total gain should 
be about 30 to 40 pounds per lamb, 
depending upon the initial weight of 
the lamb and the rate of gain. 

Feed Requirements 

The average daily feed consumption 
in an 80- to 90-day feeding period is ap
proximately 1% pounds hay and 1112 
pounds of grain. The average feeder 
lamb can be finished on about 125 
to 150 pounds of hay and 2 to 2112 
bushels of corn. If a protein supplement 
is fed, about 15 to 20 pounds will be 
required per lamb. 

Death Loss 

The major cause of death in fattening 
lambs is over-eating disease (entero-
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toxemia). Death loss from all causes 
(over-eating disease, pneumonia, coc
cidiosis, etc.) averages 1 to 4 percent. 
Vaccination for over-eating disease or 
feeding recommended antibiotics (20-30 
milligrams per lamb daily) will cut 
down losses materially. Feeding and 
management are equally important. 
Controlling the amount of concentrate 
eaten per Jamb daily and/or the pro
portion of concentrate to roughage is 
essential. The higher the proportion of 
concentrate in the ration the greater 
the difficulty with over-eating disease. 

Expected Profits 

Profits [rom lamb feeding come from: 

1. Margins or selling the fat Jambs 
for more per 100 pounds than they cost 
as feeder lambs. 

2. Gains or selling the increase in 
weight for more per 100 pounds than 
it costs to put it on. 



Abundant feed supplies in the corn 
belt and abundant wheat pasture in 
Kansas, Colorado, and Oklahoma cause 
feeder lamb prices to increase. In many 
cases the price for feed er lambs is out 
of proportion to what the future fat 
lamb price merits . 

Lamb prices go down as well as up. 
Th sound lamb feeder protects him
self from radical price flu ctuations by 
not selling all his lambs on the low 
m arket. You can do this by: 

1. Topping out the lambs as they be
come fat (a fat lamb gains slowly and 
takes far more feed to put on additional 
gain than a lamb in moderate fl esh). 

2. Feeding more than one set of lam bs 
in a feedin g year. You can do this 
either by replacing the fat lambs sold 
with an equal number of feeder lambs 
or by replacing the entire group of fat 
lambs when they are sold with a new 
set of feeder lambs. Thus you may los 
on lambs finished and sold in December 
but make a profit on lambs sold in 
March or April. Lambs fed at the Morris 
Station and sold durin g J anuary have 
shown little profit the las t few years. 
However, lambs finished for th e April 
and May market during the same years 
have shown a large margin . 

Market Demands 
Lambs weighing more than 105 

pounds generally sell for $.50 to $3.00 
less per 100 pounds than those of the 
sam e grade weighing 105 pounds or less. 
Lambs normally shrink 3 to 6 pounds 
from the feed lot to market . Therefore, 
you can, if n ee ssary, feed your lambs 
to 108 to 110 pounds. But don' t feed 
them until ov rfa t m erely to r each that 
weight. Choice lamb with a minimum of 
was te fat is what the housewife wants. 
Condition is th e major fac tor in de
termining the grade of lambs. Ordi
narily lambs grading "choic.e" bring a 
much better price than those grading 
only " utility" or lower. 

Lamb Feeding Costs 

Feed makes up a bout 65 to 75 percent 
o£ the total cost of finishin g th e lamb. 
Other costs include shrinkage to and 
from th e feed lot, transportation , in
t r est, yardage, commission costs, death 
loss, e tc. These additional costs consti
tute a larger percentage of the total cost 
w h n lamb or feed prices ar e low. These 
miscellaneous costs have a real beari ng 
on your chanc for profit so take them 
into account when contractin g for feeder 
lambs. 

Fig. 2- Faced and crutched native lambs on a western M innesota farm . 
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• Pay Attention to Management 

Fig. 3. Lambs must b e provid ed with a 
sufficient supply of clean wat e r a t a ll 
times. Where r u nning wat er is availa ble . 
a trough with a n ove r fl o w is satisfactor y
but the w ater should be k ept r unn in g fas t 
enough to s t ay ice-fr ee in winte r . 

Follow Sou nd Practices 

There are ma ny management prac
tices you need to watch in addition to 
feeding, of course. These include regu
larity of feeding, preventin g lambs from 
going off feed, full f edin g, beddin g, 
and many other s. Two other important 
factors are shearing and watering. 

Shearing Is Important 

Shearin g the face and crutch of feeder 
lambs results in quie ter, cleaner, and 
better doin g lambs. Sheari ng the entir 
lamb may be advantag ous Jor lambs 
placed on fe d in the fa ll , d pending on 
the weather a nd r elative value of th 
shearling p lt compared to the f ull 
Reece pelt. 

Shearing with a hi gh comb leav s 
one-fourth to three-ei hths in ches of 
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wool on the sheep and provides protec
tion agai ns t bad weather. Shear the 
entir lamb with a high comb before 
th spring th aws. During warm weather 
fa ttening lambs in full fleece usually 
cut back on their fe d consumption, and 
therefore make poor gains. 

Prov ide En ough Water 

A constant supply of clean water is 
essential. During w inter be sure to plan 
" ice-free" water for your lambs. Elec
tr ical or gas heating devices will keep 
water from freezing. Some feeders pro
vide troughs with an overflow where 
running water is available. 

Ad quat water will h elp insure good 
feed intake and help to cut down on 
water belly (urin ary calculi). 

Fig. 4. Heating attachments can k eep 
field waterers ice-f ree in the winter. In 
this unit . the one bottle of gas also heats 
a second watere r not in the picture. Ap
proved e lectric h eating u nits are also on 
t he m arket and give good service. 



• Prepare and Select Feeds Carefully 
There is no one best ration for fatten

ing lambs. Corn and alfalfa hay are the 
backbone of the cheapest and most pro
ductive lamb fattening rations in Min
nesota. If you have neither corn nor 

. alfalfa you can feed wheat, rye, barley, 
sorghum, or millet in conjunction with 
silages or nonlegume hay with good 
results. However, feed them in proper 
proportion and correct their lack of 
various nutrients. If lambs are fed with
out legume hay, give them one-fifth to 
one-fourth pound of 40 percent protein 
supplement or its equivalent daily plus 
a free-choice source of calcium. The 
calcium can be provided by a mixture 
of equal parts dicalcium phosphate or 
bonemeal, feeding-grade limestone, and 
trace-mineralized salt. This mixture 
also provides phosphorus, which is con
sidered essential. 

FEED PREPARATION 

1. Grinding-Sheep do an excellent 
job of chewing their food. Grinding 
corn, oats, wheat, rye, or barley results 
in lower feed consumption and slower 
gains. Proso millet and screening are 
exceptions to this general rule. Always 
grind these two feeds. Sorghum grains 
may or may not be ground. Consider
able sorghum will pass through the 
lambs undigested. However, grinding 
sorghum grains will not increase the 
rate of gain, and the feed saved fre
quently will not pay for the grinding. 

2. Chopping-Chopping hay facili
tates self-feeding of hay and grain.· 
Lambs will waste less of the chopped 
hay (particularly if it is coarse and 
stemmy), but chopping will not increase 
consumption or rate of gain. 

3. Pelleiing-Pelleting the complete 
ration reduces labor and death loss. It 
also makes it easy to incorporate vari
ous feed additives into the ration and 
to feed otherwise unpalatable feeds. 
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When feeds of low quality are being 
fed, pelleting will increase feed con
sumption and rate of gain and will re
duce the amount of feed required to 
produce a pound of gain . 

On the other hand, little increase in 
feed consumption occurs from pelleting 
good-quality feed. Pelleting good
quality feed usually increases rate of 
gain 8 to 10 percent. However, in 
Minnesota feeding trials this increase 
in gain was not sufficient to offset the 
increased cost. Pelleting the complete 
ration has cost $8 to $12 per ton. 

Pelleting ground ear corn has not in
creased feed consumption or rates of 
gain. Shelled corn was far superior as 
a grain to either ground ear corn or 
pelleted ear corn. 

4. Ensiling - High - moisture ground 
ear corn silage and alfalfa, oats, or 
corn silage are excellent feeds for 
lambs. However, feeding alfalfa, oats, 
or corn silage as the only roughage 
is decidedly inferior to the same silage 
fed in conjunction with as little as one
half pound of dry alfalfa hay per lamb 
daily. High moisture (30 to 35 percent) 
ground ear corn silage may be substi
tuted for other grain feeds. 

FEED CHOICE 

Grains 

Shelled corn tops the list of grains for 
fattening lambs. Ground ear corn is a 
safer feed than shelled corn, but the 
rate of gain is usually slower. Ear corn 
may be fed with excellent results. How
ever, with bunk-feeding the cobs are a 
nuisance and increase labor. 

Whole barley is worth about 85 to 90 
percent as much per pound as shelled 
corn. The market price dictates whether 
barley or corn is used. 

Wheat and rye must sell for about 85 
percent of the price of corn per pound 
before they are economical in lamb ra· 



Fig. 5 ... Mechanized .. feeding can give an operator great flexibility in handling 
lambs on feedlot. This Minnesota farmer is using a self-unloading and mixing wagon. 
drawn by a tractor. The system is also practical in smaller-scale operations. 

lions. The low pala ta bility of rye is 
less a problem with sheep tha n with 
other livestock. Weathered and dam 
aged wheat, rye, or barley, purchased 
at bargain pri ces, can be used satisfac
torily as the entire gr ain r a tion for 
fat tening lambs. Their r ela tiv values 
will depend on their test w eigh t p r 
bushel. 

Whole sorghum is equal pound for 
pound to shelled corn. 

Ground proso or hog mill t has a bout 
80 to 85 percent th value of sh ll ed 
corn. If it is fed as w hole grai n, its 
va lue drops to abo ut 40 per cent of the 
value of shelled corn . 

Oats f d in combination with c rn, 
barley, or wheat ca n be used in a lamb 
fatten ing r ation . However, the fatt n 
ing period will b too long and the 
lambs will ge t too heavy before th y 
are fat if the gr ain ra Lion contains m or e 
than half oats. Oa ts is a palatabl but 
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bu lky feed and is used widely as a 
gr ain to start lambs on feed. 

Screenings 
The value of screenings has a direct 

r lationsh ip to the test w ight per 
bushe l. Their value may run from 20 to 
80 p rcent the value of corn dep nding 
upon th quality of screening. Without 
exc ption grind them before feeding. A 
mixture of scr enings and som e oth 1· 

pa latabl e fe d, such as corn or barl y 
ground and pelleted, oft n make a 
pa lata ble, economical fatt ning ration. 

Molasses 
Molass s has about 65 to 70 p er c nt 

as much diges tible nutri nt content as 
shel led corn. It is most valuable when 
f d in small amounts a a m ea ns of in 
creasi ng f ed onsumption in otherwis 
unpa la ta ble feeds . Usually it is too cost
ly to be includ d in larg amount in 
lamb rations. Self-feeding molasses is 
was teful and in fficient. 



Protein Supplement 

Soybean oilmeal, because of its favor
able price relationship to linseed, cot
topseed, or . corn gluten m al, is gen
ei·ally the standard protein supplement 
for fattening lambs. Whole soy beans 
may be used as protein supplement if 
no more than one-fourth pound per 
lamb daily is fed . The price r elationship 
between the seed and the meal dictates 
which to use. 

Commercial protein feeds are usually 
supplemented with additional minerals, 
antibiotics, and other growth promoting 
additives. Usually the supplem ent that 
furnishes the greatest amount of protein 
per dollar is the best buy. Sources of 
nonprotein nitrogen (urea and diacyan
damide) have not provided as great an 
increase in lamb gain as the same 
amount of nitrogen fed as a protein sup
plement such as soybean oilmeal. For 
this reason we do not r ecommend non
protein nitrogen supplements. 

When large amounts of corn, sor
ghum, oat silage, nonlegume hay, or 

low-quality legume hay are used, a pro
tein supplement is absolutely ess ntial. 
Prote in speeds up the gains, thereby 
finishing the lambs b fore th y are too 
heavy. However, when good-q uality 
legume is fed with corn or th small 
gra ins, a protein supplement, w hile in
creasing the rate of gain, is not ssen ti al 
and may not be economical. 

Dry Roughages 

Alfalfa is the bes t roughage for lamb 
feeding. It is easy to grow, the hay 
cur s easily, and its high protein and 
ca lci um content correct the defici encies 
of farm grown grains. Clover h ays, in
cluding red, alsike, and sweet clovers, 
depending on quality, rate from fair to 
very good as lamb feeds. However, they 
are usually mor stemmy, resulting in 
greater waste. Timothy, bromegrass, 
bluegrass, prairie grass, and oth r grass
es and hays are satisfactory for lamb 
feeding but are low in protein and 
calci um. When used, supplement them 
wi th additional protein and a self-fed, 

Fig. 6. Native l a mbs just out of the w oo l on win ter feedlot in Minnesota, se lf-fed 
on sh e lle d corn and cr impe d h a y . L a mbs should be v accina t ed or fed ant ibiotics to 
pre v ent ove r e atin g d isease whe n hay and cor n are fe d free -choice in separate bunks. 
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free-choice mineral mixture containing 
calcium. 

In spite of these additional supple
ments, lamb gains are usually less with 
nonlegume roughages than with alfalfa 
hay. 

Pastures 

Feeder lambs received during August 
and September will make excellent 
gains on rape or other palatable pasture 
forage. Rape is particularly well suited 
since it will normally provide forage 
into late October and early November. 
Rape is usually sown with oats. It will 
make rapid growth after the oats have 
been harvested. Such a management 
system will cheapen the cost of gains 
considerably. 

Lambing Off 

"Lambing-off" corn is not normally 
an economical way of harvesting corn. 
Too much corn is wasted, particularly 
if the weather is wet and the fields 
muddy. But if "lambing-off" is prac
ticed, turn ewes or stocker cattle into 
the field and remove the lambs when 
about 75 percent of the corn has been 
eaten; Also be sure to provide good- . 
quality hay and a protein supplement 
to lambs "lambing-off" corn. 

Silage 

Grass, oats, or corn silage are palata
ble to sheep and appear to stimulate 
appetite and rate of gain. Three pounds 
of silage will replace approximately 1 

pound of hay. However, our experi
ments indicate that a combination of 
silage and hay will give the best feed
ing results. 

Fattening lambs may be fed from 21!2 
to 4 pounds of either corn, oats, or grass 
silage per lamb daily in conjunction 
with a full feed of corn. With this ration 
feed at least one-half pound of alfalfa 
hay per lamb daily. When oats or corn 
silage is fed provide one-fourth pound 
of protein supplement and a source of 
calcium. Alfalfa silage, on the other 
hand, has enough protein and calcium. 
Because of the lower carbohydrate con
tent of alfalfa silage, more corn is need
ed daily for satisfactory gains. 

Minerals 

Calcium content is usually low in 
nonlegume roughages. Phosphorus may 
be low if the forages are grown on phos
phorus-low soils. You can correct both 
of these deficiencies by feeding bone
meal or dicalcium phosphate. These 
minerals may be mixed with equal 
parts of stock salt and fed free choice 
plus free choice trace-mineralized salt. 

Trace minerals are not always a nec
essary addition to lamb-fattening ra
tions. Cobalt is the trace mineral most 
likely to be lacking. Currently, trace 
mineralized salts are selling for little 
more than iodized salt and are usually 
offered free choice by progressive lamb 
feeders. However, mineral mixtures 
costing $8 to $10 per hundred pounds 
are too costly for the added results that 
can be expected. 

• Know the Limitations of 'Additives' 
Additiyes are special additions to 

feed-such as hormones, antibiotics, 
growth stimulants, and the like. You 
Will hear and read even more about 
them from now on. Whether they have 
a Place in your program will depend on 
the particular conditions. 
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Keep informed about additives. But 
also keep two facts in mind: 

1. All have definite limitations and 
must be used correctly. 

2. No additive exists that will make 
up for a failure to follow sound man
agement practices. 



F ig. 7. This portable dodge gate, farm
built. speeds up ''topping out'' lambs that 
are already fat e nough for market. 

Hormones 

Our research indicates that 2 to 6 
milligrams of stilbes trol, as implants, 
stimulate rate of gain in fatten in g lambs 
considerably . However, the use of stil
bestrol implants is not permitted by the 
Pure Food Drug Adminis tration. We do 
not recommend their use because of a 
severe increase in blockage of the uri
nary tract (water belly) w hich may 
ca use death losses of 5 to 25 percent. 
New hormone preparations that will 
ass ure uniform absorption or contain a 
combination of hormones that wi ll pre
vent this ca use of death loss may be 
forthcoming. 

Our r search suggests tha t feeding 
2 milligrams of s tilb s trol p r lamb 
dai ly will increase average dai ly gain 
of wether lambs 10 to 15 perc nt. No 
urinary blockage or lowering in carcass 

grade has occurred. Increases in r a te of 
ga in or feed efficiency do not usually 
occur among ewe lambs fed 2 milli
grams of stilbes trol. Therefore, you can 

x pect little, if a ny, advantage by feed
ing sti lbestrol to a mixed flock of 
wether and ewe lambs. 

Antibiotics 

Research has shown that fe ding anti
biotics to fattening lambs reduces the 
incidence of enterotoxemia (over-eating 
disease). You can not count on antibi
otics to increase the rate of gain or to 
r d uce the amount of feed n eeded to 
prod uce a pound of gain. These reduc
tions will not occur consistently with 
every lamb feeder or every set of Jambs. 

Antibiotics have their greatest value 
when fed to unthrifty lambs, and/or 
when poor feeding and m anagement 
conditions cause a high death loss. You 
can incorporate antibiotics into the pro
tein supplement or mix it with the 
entire ration. A simple way of including 
antibiotics in yo ur rations is to purchase 
special antibiotic feed. 

Economical, but well-balanced r ations 
tha t will give top gain plus attention to 
the details necessary to minimize death 
loss are still important ingredien ls in 
successful lamb feeding. Do not expect 
the addition of antibiotics, hormones, 
trace minerals, or growth stimulants to 
compensa te for slip-sh od buying, feed· 
ing, or selling. 

Tranquilizers and Thyroid 
Depressants 

The use of these material s is in the 
experimental s tage today . These ma· 
t r ials may become valuable feed ad· 
ditives for fattening lambs, at some time 
in the future. 
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