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By Richard Bosma

The “Sunnyhome” registered Holstein herd owned by the 
Carlson family has a long and storied history in British 
Columbia. Since its beginning in 1925, the herd has 
steadily risen to prominence. Achievements include great 
conformation results (their first homebred Excellent cow 
dates back to 1943), numerous production champions 
and bulls sold into AI, all while providing many foundation 
animals for other breeders.

A more revealing measure of the enduring strength of 
the Sunnyhome breeding program has been the recent 
announcement of a third Master Breeder Award from 
Holstein Canada. This incredible accomplishment 
underscores the fact that Sunnyhome cattle have 
performed at a high level for many decades. (Earlier 
shields were earned in 1987 and 2001).

Of course, long time achievements by great herds are 
usually due to the sustained efforts and abilities of several 
generations of owners. Even outstanding genetics need 
to be fostered and given opportunity for full expression, 
and the Carlson family has excelled at this. Remarkably, a 
passion and talent for breeding superior cattle has been 
passed down through the years.

Today, brothers Kevin and Brad Carlson are the fourth 
generation owners of Sunnyhome Farms. They assist 
each other in management and chores, with Brad taking 
a keener interest in the genetics of the herd. Formerly 
situated in Matsqui, the operation moved to the Salmon 
Arm area of the Okanagan Valley in 2005. This timely 
move allowed new barns to be built on a larger land base, 
enabling greater efficiency and growth. Their present 
300 acres is generally divided equally between pasture-
land, alfalfa and silage corn.

Over the last 15 years, the Carlsons have nicely grown the 
size of their herd with 110 cows currently being milked 
in the double-10 parlour. A freestall barn bedded with 
sawdust and cleaned with alley scrapers houses the main 
herd. Just completed is a new barn that will house dry 
cows and heifers. One half of this barn is a sawdust pack 
for younger heifers, with the entire project providing 
more space per animal and some more room for the herd 
to grow.

Brad is quick to credit his parents for fueling his interest 
to work with dairy cattle. His father Dick Carlson is one 
of BC’s most respected breeders and an official cattle 
judge. Having recently celebrated his 80th birthday, Dick 
still works on the farm every afternoon, feeding calves 
with his grandchildren. As a 4-H and WCC leader, the late 
Roberta Carlson inspired many young people to achieve 
much within dairy youth programs and life in general. 
Other early influences have been friends Brad made 
during his years in 4-H and WCC.

Breeding Philosophy
In regard to the long history of the herd, Brad states 
without hesitation, “Knowing I’m the fourth generation 
to guide our herd, I don’t feel much pressure from that. I 

think we have a good foundation and I’m 
confident in my ability to breed quality 
cows. I enjoy the challenge of improving 
each generation.” Growing up with a 
father who was a great mentor allowed 
Brad to absorb much knowledge from 
a young age. The transition of roles 
happened gradually.

“With selecting sires, I guess when I 
started working on the farm, Dad and 
I would talk about each mating,” says 
Brad. “I think it’s finding the strengths 
and weaknesses of that animal and 
finding the bull that best can improve 
on the next generation. That goes for 
type and production. With flushing it’s 
usually when we can see a cow that 
has been transmitting well, we say 
we should probably try and flush this 
cow. Sometimes it could be a cow or 
family that might have some marketing 
potential or these days, the possibility of 
some high testing DNA offspring.”

Sunnyhome uses mainly proven sires 
as Brad believes in the importance 
of reliability. He is not willing to risk 
a lot to get early daughters of young 
sires who may not deliver. Brad feels 
the whole genomic era has pushed 
numbers too far and too fast. At the 
same time, he does continue to use a 
few young sires with pedigrees that 
he likes. Bucking the current trend, 
where herd owners are using more sires 
for shorter periods, Sunnyhome uses 
fewer sires for longer periods of time, 
resulting in larger daughter groups. 
Brad feels this approach gives their 
herd more uniformity and helps him to 
understand a sire’s transmitting pattern 
better, assisting him in making better 
complementary matings for the next 
generation.

Taking a few animals out to the show 
ring is something Brad enjoys. However, 
he does not breed strictly for high 
conformation. From his experience, 
fancy heifers do not usually make the best cows. Brad 
seeks “balance,” and if a mating appears to need more 
production, that is the direction taken. The goal of every 
mating made at Sunnyhome is a ‘complete cow’ that 
combines production with longevity. Brad has found that 
this approach works well, with the bonus often being 
a few animals with the extra edge that allows them to 
become competitive show cows.

Brad mentions that some of the sires that have worked 
best in the herd in the last 10 years have been Shottle and 
Dempsey (each leaving six EX daughters). In the heifer 

pens are some nice Chiefs, the Impressions in the calf 
barn look promising, while Alligator is getting some use 
now. Brad admits that they generally keep more young 
stock than needed, but he hopes greater use of sexed 
semen and beef on dairy will alleviate that situation.

With the Holstein classifiers constantly analyzing animals 
for conformation, Brad likes to ask them what they’ve 
seen. As President of the North Okanagan Holstein Club, 
Brad helps plan events at which he and his peers regularly 
discuss cattle. Another source of information are semen 
sales reps and cattle marketers such as Tom DeGroot. 

Sunnyhome Success = Holstein Hat Trick!

It's a full-family effort at Sunnyhome: L-R back - Brad holding Maria, Emily, 
Kevin, Dick and Annabelle and Isaac in front.

WESTCOAST ABSOL RINA EX-94-2E from the Raven 
family has added to Sunnyhome’s breeding and showing 
momentum in recent years.

SUNNYHOME SNOWY RETA VG-88 3Y. Fancy and hard-
working: Intermediate Champion NOK Spring Show 2019, 
Superior Lactation 3Y: 296 340 298 BCA. Now owned by 
the Borbas in California.

SUNNYHOME GOLDSUN MUSIC EX-93-2E has already made 
over 70,000kg in four lactations, and true to her Melody 
family roots, longevity builds with her fifth lactation.
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VALUE in 
the VIAL.
GestaLab

MILK PREGNANCY TEST

• Quick, easy and convenient 
• Highly accurate
• Validated as early as 26 days post-breeding
• Test using regularly-collected milk samples 
• Individually select or automatically test eligible animals
• Receive test results through your internet reports,  

DairyComp, email or mail

We’re here to help. Find out more at lactanet.ca.

HERD
MANAG

EMENT

AFFORDABLE SOLUTIONS THAT WORK

Brad frequently discusses genetics with his 
brother-in-law Jason Rietveld of Rietben 
Holsteins in Saskatchewan; they also own 
some cattle together.

Current Herd Favourites
ALONZO MARIELLE VG-88 is a ninth 
generation homebred VG/EX with 4y 
270-339-260 (4.7 %F). Her dam LIS 
MARILEE VG-88 (by Let It Snow) is backed 
by SHOTTLE MARILYN EX-91-4E-7* and 
followed by GOLDWYN MARCIE VG-16*. 
Interestingly, Marielle’s dam has two EX 
full sisters. One of these, now owned by 
Tappenvale Holsteins is LIS MARYJANE 
EX-91, the dam of Tappenvale Moment (by 
Sidekick).

Moment is currently being marketed by 
Blondin Sires as the #1 Conformation sire 
in the world, rated +19 for Type in Canada 
and 4.19 PTAT in the US for April 2020. 
While Brad is pleased to see the attention 
given to this bull, he suggests that his 
usage at Sunnyhome might be limited as 
Moment stems from their longtime “M” 
cow family which comprises nearly half of 
their herd.

Another member of the Carlson’s dominant 
“M” cow family is GOLDSUN MUSIC EX-93-
2E (MS-94), a sixth generation VG/EX with 
4y 311-309-293 BCA. Music is backed by a 
VG-88-3* Blitz followed by four more dams 
scored VG-87, VG-2*, VG-3* and VG-2*. 
Finally, one more great example from this 
cow family is GOLDCHIP MARCIE EX-92-
3E (DS-94). A seventh generation VG/EX 
with 4y 289-265-267 BCA, Marcie’s nearest 
dams are a VG-88-2* Allen and then a VG-
2* Blitz.

LADD RED RETA EX-91-2E (94 MS) is a 
second generation EX and R&W with 
3y 303-319-313 BCA. Her dam BURNS 
RED RETA EX-93-2E-2* was purchased 
by Hamming Holsteins and shown 

successfully with credits that include 
Reserve Intermediate Champion at the 
2014 BC Fall Harvest Show. LADD RED 
RETA’s second dam, TALENT RETA VG-87-
2* traces back to VERNWAY CONDUCTOR 
REBA VG-5* who arrived at Sunnyhome in 
1983.

PLANET RETA EX-91-3E with 4y 294-332-
294 BCA is a sixth generation homebred 
VG/EX, also from the Reba family. First 
Junior 3-Year Old at the 2016 NOK Spring 
Show, PLANET RETA is out of a VG-3* 
Roylane Jordan followed by an EX-5E-2* 
Finley. The next three dams are VG-5*, VG-
88-2* and VG-3*.

While Sunnyhome does not purchase 
cattle often, a stellar purchase as a calf 
at the 2014 BC Spring Sale is WESTCOAST 
ABSOL RINA EX-94-2E (MS-94). An 
impressive eighth generation VG/EX sired 
by Absolute, Rina traces back to the heart 
of the Markwell Raven family.

A memorable day for Sunnyhome occurred 
at the 2019 North Okanagan Spring Show 
where ABSOL RINA was named Grand 
Champion. At this same strong show, 
SNOWY RETA VG-88 (Reba family) was 
named Intermediate Champion. However, 
for Brad and his family, the best part was 
having the day capped off by winning 
First Breeder’s Herd. Later in the year, a 
beautiful daughter of Absol Rina, CRISP 
RICKARDS RED (by Apple Crisp) topped 
the 2019 North Okanagan Holstein Club 
Fall Sale at $5300, selling to Westcoast 
Holsteins.

Final Comments
Two friends of the Carlsons were asked for 
their comments regarding Sunnyhome. 
Duncan Kennedy of Tappenvale Farm: 
“I’ve honestly never been through a herd 
of cows that I’ve been more impressed 
with! The Sunnyhome prefix can be found 
topping the show ring and affixed to some 

of the most productive and long-lasting 
animals in the industry. Kevin and Brad are 
friendly and hard-working, their passion 
and natural abilities are reflected in the 
success of their farm and herd.”

Shawn Vanderwal of Rockledge Farms: 
“The Carlsons have a solid family 
partnership. Kevin and Brad’s passion for 
modern farming doesn’t disappoint. Brad’s 
natural ability to breed complete cows with 
type and production makes the kind that 
work for everyone. With this combination 
it is easy to see why Sunnyhome have had 
success on the farm, in the show ring, won 

production awards and are well respected 
in the community.”

However, Brad has been given the chance 
to make the closing comment: “As far 
as winning our third Shield, for me it 
means that our family has a long history 
of breeding good cows and making some 
good and possibly lucky purchases over 
the years. Also, I think especially with this 
third Shield, management of the farm has 
been as important as the breeding. So, 
it’s really an award to be celebrated by 
everyone involved in the farm.”

Brad and son Isaac were thrilled to top the NOK 2019 Club Sale with 
SUNNYHOME CRISP RICKARDS RED, an Apple Crisp daughter of Absol Rina!


