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WHAT IS A FEMALE SHEEP? A
COMPLETE GUIDE TO EWES

When people think of sheep, the image
that often comes to mind is a fluffy white
animal  grazing  peacefully  in  a  green
pasture. However, the world of sheep is
far more nuanced, and the terminology
used  to  describe  these  animals  is
surprisingly  specific.  If  you  have  ever
found yourself asking, what is a female
sheep, you are not alone. The answer is
simple yet fascinating, opening the door
to a rich understanding of ovine biology,
agriculture, and even cultural history. In
the most straightforward terms, a female
sheep  is  called  a  ewe  (pronounced
"you").  While this  is  the basic answer,
the  role,  lifecycle,  and  significance  of  a
ewe extend far beyond a single word.
Understanding  the  female  sheep  is
essential  for  anyone  interested  in
farming, animal husbandry, or even just
the  natural  wor ld.  Ewes  are  the
backbone  of  the  sheep  industry,
responsible  for  lamb  production,  wool
growth, and the genetic continuation of
their  flock.  This  comprehensive  guide
will  explore  every  facet  of  the  female
sheep,  from  its  biological  classification
and reproductive cycle to its behavioral
traits and economic importance. By the
end, you will have a deep appreciation
for  why  the  ewe  is  one  of  the  most
remarkable  animals  in  the  agricultural
landscape.

THE SIMPLE ANSWER: DEFINING
A EWE

In ovine terminology, a female sheep is
known as a ewe regardless of whether
she has given birth. However, there are
more  specific  terms  based  on  age  and
reproductive  status.  A  young  female
sheep that has not yet reached breeding
age  is  called  a  ewe lamb.  Once  she
reaches sexual maturity and is ready to
breed,  she  is  simply  referred  to  as  a
ewe. If she is pregnant, she is called a
pregnant ewe until she gives birth, at
which  point  she  becomes  a  lambing
ewe or a ewe with lamb. After she has
successfully  weaned her  lambs,  she is
still a ewe, but farmers may refer to her
as  a  dry  ewe  if  she  is  not  currently
lactating.
This  precise language is  critical  in  the
farming  community.  Knowing  exactly
what  is  a  female  sheep  in  different
stages  of  her  life  helps  farmers  make
informed  decisions  about  breeding,
nutrition, and flock management. For the
casual observer, simply knowing that a
ewe is an adult female sheep provides a
solid foundation for further learning.

BIOLOGICAL CLASSIFICATION
AND IDENTIFICATION

Physical
Characteristics of
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a Ewe
While both male and female sheep share
many physical traits,  there are distinct
differences  that  help  identify  a  ewe.
Generally, ewes are smaller and lighter
than  rams  (adult  male  sheep).  They
typically  have  a  more  refined  head  and
neck,  and  their  horns,  if  present,  are
smaller and more curved than those of
males. In many breeds, ewes are polled
(naturally hornless), while the rams may
have  large,  spiraling  horns.  However,
this is breed-dependent. For example, in
the  Merino  breed,  both  sexes  are
typically polled, whereas in the Scottish
Blackface  breed,  both  ewes  and  rams
have  horns,  but  the  ewes'  horns  are
noticeably smaller.
Another  key  identifier  is  the  udder.
Located in the rear abdominal area, the
ewe's  udder  contains  two  teats.  This
mammary gland is responsible for milk
production, or lactation, which is crucial
for  feeding  lambs.  The  udder  is  not
prominent  until  the  ewe  is  close  to
lambing,  at  which  point  it  enlarges
significantly. This physiological change is
one  of  the  most  reliable  signs  that
lambing is imminent.

Reproductive
Anatomy
The  reproductive  system  of  a  ewe  is
designed  for  seasonal  breeding.  Ewes
are  seasonally  polyestrous,  meaning
they  come  into  heat  (estrus)  during
specific times of the year, typically in the
fall. The estrous cycle lasts about 16 to
17 days, with the ewe being receptive to
the ram for a period of 24 to 36 hours.
Understanding this cycle is fundamental

for  sheep  breeding  and  flock
management. The ewe's ovaries produce
eggs,  and  after  ferti l ization,  the
gestation period lasts approximately 145
to  152  days,  roughly  five  months.  This
leads  to  a  s ing le  lamb  or ,  more
commonly  in  modern  breeds,  twins  or
triplets.

BEHAVIORAL TRAITS OF FEMALE
SHEEP

The Flock
Mentality
Ewes are inherently social animals. They
thrive in groups and rely on the flock for
safety, comfort, and social learning. This
flock  instinct  is  so  strong  that  a  ewe
isolated  from  her  companions  will
become stressed and anxious. Within the
flock,  a  social  hierarchy,  often  called  a
"pecking order," exists. Dominant ewes
wi l l  asser t  the i r  pos i t i on  over
subordinates, especially at feeding time.
However, this hierarchy is generally less
aggressive than that of rams.
Ewes communicate with their lambs and
other flock members through a range of
vocalizations,  including  bleats.  A  ewe
and her lamb can recognize each other's
calls  within  hours  of  birth,  a  critical
survival  mechanism in  large  flocks.  This
bond is incredibly strong, and a ewe will
fiercely  protect  her  offspring  from
perceived  threats.

Maternal
Instincts
Perhaps the most remarkable trait of a
female sheep is her maternal instinct. A
good  ewe  will  exhibit  strong  bonding
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behavior immediately after lambing. She
will lick her lamb clean, eat the afterbirth
(a natural behavior that helps clean the
area and provides nutrients), and guide
the  lamb  to  her  udder  for  its  first
colostrum.  Colostrum  is  the  first  milk,
rich in  antibodies  that  provide passive
immunity to the newborn lamb.
Ewes  are  generally  attentive  mothers,
calling to their lambs if they wander too
far and staying close to them for the first
few days of life. This maternal vigilance
is crucial for lamb survival, as newborn
lambs are vulnerable to predators, cold
weather,  and  accidents.  Some  breeds
are  known  for  exceptional  mothering
abilities,  including  the  Suffolk  and
Hampshire  breeds,  which  are  often
praised  for  their  strong  maternal
instincts.

THE LIFECYCLE OF A FEMALE
SHEEP

From Lamb to
Ewe Lamb
A  female  sheep  begins  her  life  as  a
lamb.  At  birth,  she weighs between 5
and 10 pounds, depending on the breed
and number of siblings. She will  stand
and nurse within the first hour of life. For
the first few weeks, she relies entirely on
her mother's milk for nutrition.  As she
grows, she will begin to nibble on grass
and  hay,  transitioning  to  a  solid  food
diet. She is weaned from her mother at
around 8 to 12 weeks of age.

Puberty and First

Breeding
Ewe lambs reach puberty at around 6 to
8 months of age, but responsible farmers
often wait until they are at least 12 to 18
months old before breeding them. This
allows the ewe lamb to reach adequate
body  weight  and  skeletal  maturity,
reducing the risk of complications during
pregnancy  and  lambing.  The  first
breeding  of  a  ewe  is  a  significant
milestone.  She  will  be  placed  with  a
fertile  ram,  and  if  successful,  she  will
become pregnant.

Pregnancy and
Lambing
Pregnancy in ewes lasts about 150 days.
During  this  time,  the  ewe's  nutritional
needs  increase  dramatically,  especially
in the last six weeks when the lamb(s)
are  growing rapidly.  This  is  called  the
"flushing"  period.  As  the  due  date
approaches, the ewe's udder will fill with
milk,  and she may become restless or
isolated from the flock. Lambing itself is
a  relatively  fast  process  for  a  healthy
ewe, typically lasting 30 minutes to an
hour for the actual delivery.
After  giving  birth,  the  ewe  enters  a
period of lactation, which lasts for about
3 to 4 months. She will produce milk for
her lambs while also teaching them to
graze. Once the lambs are weaned, the
ewe's  milk  production  decreases,  and
she enters a dry period. She will then be
prepared for the next breeding season,
either  by  allowing  her  to  rest  or  by
flushing her with a high-nutrition diet.

BREEDS OF FEMALE SHEEP

There  are  hundreds  of  sheep  breeds
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w o r l d w i d e ,  e a c h  w i t h  u n i q u e
characteristics.  Female  sheep  of
different  breeds  will  vary  in  size,  wool
type,  milk  production,  and  mothering
ability. Here are some notable examples.

Merino Ewe: Renowned for its
fine, soft wool. The Merino ewe is a
prolific breeder and an excellent
mother. She is medium-sized and
adapts well to various climates.
Suffolk Ewe: A large, hornless
breed known for exceptional meat
production. Suffolk ewes are
robust, have strong maternal
instincts, and often produce twins
or triplets.
Texel Ewe: A Dutch breed famous
for its muscular build and high
meat yield. Texel ewes are hardy,
good mothers, and have a calm
temperament.
Dorset Ewe: A unique breed that
can breed out of season, making it
possible to have a year-round
lambing program. Dorset ewes are
prolific and produce good milk.
Cheviot Ewe: A hardy hill breed
from Scotland. Cheviot ewes are
known for their longevity, strong
maternal instincts, and ability to
thrive on rough terrain.
Hampshire Ewe: A large, robust
breed with excellent mothering
abilities. Hampshire ewes are often
used in crossbreeding programs
for meat production.

Choosing the right breed of ewe depends
on  the  farmer's  goals,  climate,  and
available resources. Each breed brings a
unique set of strengths to a flock.

ECONOMIC AND AGRICULTURAL
IMPORTANCE

Female sheep are the economic engine

of  the  sheep  industry.  Without  ewes,
there would be no lambs, no wool, and
no milk.  Their  role is  multifaceted and
vital to the agricultural economy.

Lamb Production
The primary economic output of a ewe is
her  lambs.  Market  lambs  are  sold  for
meat,  known  as  lamb  (from  younger
animals)  or  mutton  ( from  older
animals). The number of lambs weaned
per ewe per year is a key metric of flock
productivity.  Ewes  that  consistently
produce  and  raise  healthy  twins  or
triplets are highly valuable. This is why
selective  breeding  programs  focus  on
improving  prolificacy  and  maternal
ability.

Wool Production
Ewes  also  produce  wool,  sometimes
called  ewe wool  or  fleece.  The  quality
and  quantity  of  wool  vary  by  breed.
Merino  ewes  produce  the  finest  wool,
used  for  high-end  garments.  Other
breeds  produce  coarser  wool  used  for
carpets, insulation, or felt. Wool shearing
is typically done once a year,  and the
fleece  from  a  ewe  can  weigh  anywhere
f rom  5  to  15  pounds .  Woo l  i s  a
renewable,  sustainable  fiber  that
commands  premium  prices  in  the
market.

Milk Production
In  some parts  of  the  world,  ewes  are
raised  specifically  for  milk.  Ewe  milk  is
rich in butterfat and protein, making it
ideal  for  cheese  production.  Famous
cheeses  l ike  Roquefort  (France),
Pecorino (Italy),  and Manchego (Spain)
are  made from ewe milk.  Dairy  ewes,
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such as the East Friesian and Lacaune
breeds,  are  milked  daily  during  the
lactat ion  per iod.  Th is  requi res
specialized management and equipment
but can be highly profitable.

CARING FOR A FEMALE SHEEP

Proper care of a ewe ensures her health,
well-being,  and  productivity.  Here  are
t h e  e s s e n t i a l  a s p e c t s  o f  e w e
management.

Nutrition: A balanced diet of
good-quality hay, pasture, and
mineral supplements is crucial.
Ewes need higher protein and
energy during late pregnancy and
lactation.
Vaccinations: Regular
vaccinations against clostridial
diseases (such as tetanus and
enterotoxemia) are standard.

Deworming is also necessary to
control internal parasites.
Hoof Care: Ewes require regular
hoof trimming to prevent
overgrowth and foot rot. This is
usually done every few months.
Shelter: While sheep are hardy,
they need protection from extreme
weather, especially during
lambing. A dry, draft-free barn or
shed is ideal.
Parasite Control: Internal and
external parasites are a constant
threat. A strategic deworming
program based on fecal egg
counts helps manage resistance.
Breeding Management:
Accurate record-keeping of
breeding dates, expected due
dates, and lambing outcomes is
essential for success.

Providing consistent, high-quality


