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Prelude
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I'VE BEEN WRITING THIS book in my head for years. And studying all sorts of videos and other's books. 

Not too surprisingly, as you'll see shortly, I disagreed with many things in those books, those presentations. Because so many were just getting people excited about raising cattle. There was no how-to, no here's what works, just a lot of stuff thrown in a seemingly random order. Just to keep people entertained – and sign up for their expensive annual event.

But I've also met some great people, and found some really dedicated people who also teach what works for them as they go. To those people, and all the lessons I've gotten from them – and proved for myself – I am very thankful.

As I'm not getting younger as much as I'm getting older, I finally decided to get all my experiences written down and in some sort of format so someone else could come along at some point and run the place. And care for the cows (hopefully) as I do, or even better.

As one of my mentors said, raising cattle should be enjoyable, sustainable, and profitable.  And also: “It's easy for a tightwad to get rich – but what's the point?”

So here's to all the independent thinkers out there who test everything for themselves. I hope to read your book some day to compare notes.

Life is best lived testing everything you can and sticking only with the things that work best for you and those around you.

Cheers.

Robert C. Worstell

December 2020
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Where It All Began
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IT TOOK A CROP FAILURE to open my eyes. The farm I loved wasn't making enough to pay its own way.

Misapplied herbicides had killed the first crop – but without admitting blame, that local co-op did credit us the cost of our seed. Thanks, loads. So I replanted, with the idea that even a June planting was still enough time to get a corn crop up. 

Nope. Hard lesson learned. But the bigger lesson is when I fenced it in with a portable polywire and let my cows graze it off. That was the eye-opener. With cows, you don't have a failed calf crop. (Well, you can, but that takes a lot of mismanagement and horrible weather – and this isn't a horror story...)

Some two decades ago, I escaped the big city and returned to our family farm to take over running it. We were doing corn-soybean row-cropping and “fat” cattle as a side operation. Once I worked out that the farm had to have external income to pay its bills, I started working backward to find out what we had to do to make the farm actually sustainable on its own.

Row-cropping didn't bring enough grain in to fatten steers for market. So we would sell our grain crops and buy feed. We had “bad years” and even outright crop failures as I mentioned above. But the cattle “side line” of our business was where dependable profits existed.

Factually, our farm wasn't in row-cropping, it's main work was in raising and fattening cattle.

So I then started examining the various parts of our cattle farming methods. I found that working to fatten steers for market, using ground corn and protein wasn't as profitable as just selling the yearling calves themselves. Far less inputs, but only slightly lower prices. Much higher profits. Far more sustainable.

Our biggest expense and risk was in row-cropping, which was just going to fatten steers. Selling as yearlings instead of fat-cattle just made all that risky row-cropping unnecessary.

Cutting and baling our own hay was a trade-off, since we could graze the ground we used to grow hay on to expand our available grazing paddocks, and then reallocate the money and time we invested in getting our own hay cut and baled. Plus, we were bringing someone else's minerals onto our farm through purchased hay. However, this added another 25% to the cost of the needed winter bales, which should be offset by the extra grazing.

In a few years, I gradually moved us over to a simple cow-calf operation, and completely out of row-cropping. All that land was now in pasture. And our profits could be predicted. But we still needed to feed hay in winter as a major supplement to keep our cattle alive when the grass wasn't growing and wasn't tall enough. It was that half-year when the grass didn't grow that still cost us money. That area then became our next focus – how to cut down our hay costs. So we had to learn to graze better.

As we went through this whole process, we found ourselves answering the question of how to improve the soil from year to year to raise more grass on the same land – instead of slowly (and expensively) mining it through row-cropping or over-grazing. 

This is the core of high profit, low-cost farming.

It's called sustainable, regenerative grazing.
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What is Sustainable, Regenerative Grazing and Why Learn it?
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IS IT EASIER TO GROW live plants in live soil, harvested by live animals – or grow live plants in sterile soil, adding in minimal nutrients and water to take only their seeds, using exhaust-belching heavy equipment?

When you add in cattle (or other ruminants), you restore life to the soil and use the most efficient harvesters to utilize all of the plant.

In very simple terms, row-cropping tends to take the life out of the soil and turn it into some sort of mechanical science experiment. An experiment that also loses some more topsoil to erosion every year.

Grazing cattle tends to rebuild the soil and make it come alive – if you learn how to mimic Mother Nature. And it can add topsoil in that same way.

When a cow grazes, the live biota that survive in the cow's gut to aid digestion wind up back on the ground to rebuild the soil. When you disk and plow and cultivate the soil, you are killing off these biota. Those microorganisms interact with the root structures, minerals and other nutrients to help the plants thrive. The biota travel out through the cattle manure as a natural, ongoing process.

Living soils help permaculture crops like perennial and annual forage plants to grow better. Higher quantity and better quality forage means more a sustainable and more profitable grazing operation.

The second natural advantage in grazing is the process of laying down more organic matter that retains moisture and provides a space where both plants and biota survive better. 

Row-cropping tends to slowly destroy top soil by stripping organic matter and not replacing it. This action leaves little porous organic matter to absorb and hold rainfall, which leads to erosion – and further loss of top-soil downstream. 

Grazing cattle tend to add organic matter as they go. Andre Voisin said cattle “eat with five mouths” – the one in front, plus the four they walk on. Those last four trample some of the plants down and into the surface, where they decay and convert into organic-matter mulch.

Cows are nature's example of the combine. Cows harvest the grass, process it into muscle and fertilizer, and cultivate the ground meanwhile. They are a necessary part of a regenerative trio, along with soil and plants, that work together as a natural trio to preserve and regenerate the land. They emulate the wild graziers such as the buffalo, whose vast herds helped build the thick prairie sod.

When you have cattle fattening in a feedlot, they have to exist in their own excrement and eat processed food. 

Cattle can be fattened on just grass alone. When they are able to select what they want to eat from Nature's free buffet, they will select the plants they need to eat. And so balance their own diet. Meanwhile, their excreta goes back onto that same soil to enrich it and rebuild it. Their calves grow up on fresh grass, strong and healthy. There is no need for antibiotics necessary to survive being raised in a man-made, artificial environment.

Nature, on its own, with the land kept fallow (out of row-cropping or grazing) can generate an inch of new topsoil in a hundred years. That depends on a lot of factors, like keeping someone from building a house on it for a “rural residence”. That's also if you don't row-crop it and do nothing but pay your taxes on the land you own while keeping it out of “production”. You can see this in action where absentee landlords have bought worn-out farm land, away from main roads and larger cities, and only use it for their annual hunting vacation. A tax write-off, perhaps.

Cattle can generate several inches of new topsoil-forming organic matter in just a few years, if managed in a rotational grazing pattern that mirrors the natural patterns of Nature. This operation needs few inputs other than inexpensive trace minerals that the cow require to stay healthy. Those trace minerals are missing from the soil, but are simple to provide. The minerals you feed them eventually work their way back to the land itself.

Meanwhile, your cattle bear and raise their calves, which then are sold to pay your costs of farming that land. It's the reverse of row-cropping – which mines the land of minerals and requires expensive equipment as well as chemicals. As well, row-cropping requires equipment belching fumes into the atmosphere. And which is easier on the ears – a diesel engine or a munching cow?

Properly done, the process of regenerating the land can be extremely low overhead, nearly all profit.

There are other wealth factors present, not just money. Consider this: you can spend a lot of money on equipment and chemicals, or you can take daily walks in Nature among contented livestock that greet you with interest as you open yet another paddock for them to graze. Quiet, peaceful. (Well, maybe a cow might bellow too close to you as she calls to her calf.) 

You'll know with every pasture walk that you are slowly and regularly improving the land at a low cost and making predictable, sustainable profits. Meanwhile enjoying almost every minute you spend farming with regenerative grazing.

The trick is in learning how to manage this grazing.
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Learning Managed Grazing
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THE WHOLE POINT TO managed grazing is to rebuild your land using cattle (or other ruminants). The cows, grass, and living soil work together as a system. The manager is the one that learns to get them to cooperate naturally and rebuild inches of topsoil in just a few years, which would take Nature over a century by leaving the land fallow.

Managed grazing has several methods. Each method is based on pasture areas which have permanent perimeter fences.


•  Conventional grazing is continuous. You shift the herd to another pasture when they've eaten everything they can and start losing weight. Typical of this system is to feed them supplements (hay) all winter and let them out on the pasture again when it's tall enough to support them. This is the least efficient utilization of growing grass.

•  Rotational grazing is moving your cattle on a schedule and is dependent on the availability of forage. Ideally, this will enable you to graze all year 'round without feeding hay. This request pastures  segmented into paddocks using permanent or portable fencing (usually charged polywire and push-in posts.)

•  "Mob" grazing (or Ultra-High-Density) is more intensive and can require two or more moves per day. This method uses much the same portable fencing to split pastures into much smaller paddocks.


Which choices or combinations of these you utilize depends on a lot of factors, the biggest ones being your own time and your own experience with grazing.

Advantages of each grazing method

CONTINUOUS GRAZING requires little management. And often it's just
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