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We began direct-marketing the milk from our dairy cows in 2000 in the form of cheese.  At that point, one word which could have described our herd’s genetics was “diverse.”  Throughout the 1990’s, as we experimented with different breeds to find the cows best suited for production on grass, we bought cows or semen of every recognized dairy breed.  By the end of the decade (by no means the end of our quest for good grass genetics), a large percent of the herd fell into one of the following categories:  purebred Jerseys, Jersey X Guernsey, Jersey X Holstein, or daughters thereof sired by Dutch Belted or Milking Shorthorn bulls.  The common denominator amidst all this diversity was that dairy genetics were the focus.  Dual purpose wasn’t yet on our radar.

It wasn’t until the second year of direct-marketing that we decided to add grass-fed beef.  Until we began making cheese, we still fed low levels of grain to the cows.  After the 100% grass-fed transition, it made sense to begin capitalizing on another resource our herd could produce in the form of meat.

I doubt if many of our early beef customers are reading this article, but I want to thank them for coming back.  We didn’t finish a great many steers that first year or two, but I know one that went in our own freezer was none too tender.  Part of that may have been genetics, but I suspect to a greater degree it was caused by our lack of knowledge about finishing animals on grass.  We know now that those leggier, larger-framed animals take extra time to put their necessary fat on.

Once the beef sales started to take off, we began to grasp the wisdom of having a herd of animals that are capable of profitably producing both milk and meat.  But what does that look like in practice?

For us, we continued breeding our cows to Dutch Belted and Milking Shorthorn bulls.  The vigor of the newborn calves was a primary motivation (any calf that can enter the world in the middle of a night of cold rain, the wind howling, and thrive with no human assistance has my vote!).  We tended to gravitate more toward the MS over time.  This is a personal preference based on my own experience, but we have had many good DB cows, too.  In fact, my current oldest cow is a 12-year old DBxH cross I bought as a heifer.  A couple other DB crosses aren’t far behind.  The aforementioned foul-weather-surviving calf is a MSxJxH cross who turns 10 this spring.

Initially our purpose in incorporating these breeds was because they hadn’t been so “messed with.”  They hadn’t been bred for super high production like some of the other breeds have, making them more suited for all grass production.  By default, our intentions took us in the direction of dual purpose.  In the past, people found more than one purpose for most of their animals.  Meat and milk.  Food and fiber.  Food and draft.  Doesn’t it make sense even today to generate multi-faceted income from one herd or flock?

We do a lot of things on nature’s timetable on our farm.  I still have plenty of cows in my herd that don’t have the phenotype I desire.  There are specific traits I want to improve even among some of my better cows.  I could sell off the ones I don’t like, find a great bull, and likely make quick genetic progress.  But for now I keep them if they will calve in my target window, make some milk and/or raise some calves.  And in time, with good bulls, the improvements will come.  

I have a decent handle on selecting animals with good grass genetics, but in practice success can be a little more elusive.  In our situation, the high degree of heterozygosity present after years of crossbreeding created bulls with diminished predictability of offspring.  Just because he was a good-looking calf out of a good cow didn’t mean he wouldn’t throw some surprises.  This is one instance where starting with what you’ve got and raising your own bulls can result in slow progress.  The bull we bought from Dave Wetzel in Nebraska last summer has a better phenotype than any of the bulls I’ve selected from my herd, so I am hopeful that he will help make some desired improvements through his progeny.

These gradual changes over the years have been resulting in a few consistent results:  smaller frame (850-950 lbs average at maturity), fleshing ease, and lower milk production (late May/early June brings an average peak of around 35 lbs/cow/day on once a day milking, with a very rough estimate of a 5,000 lb lactation average for 8 months).  We like the smaller cows.  They’re more efficient on grass, they can be finished earlier in the season, and they aren’t as expensive to maintain during the dry period (especially important since our dry period is usually about 3 ½-4 months).  High-producing dairy cows milk the fat right off their back.  Which is all well and good for selling milk, I guess, but it has been my experience that the cows that put some fat on their backs as the lactation progresses will conceive more quickly.  This is a very important trait for seasonal dairies, of course.  A cow (or any mammal, for that matter) that puts most of her energy into production or lactation is not as efficient at reproduction.  
The phrase “lower milk production,” to a dairyman, sounds scary.  And if your income is derived solely from the volume of liquid your cows produce, you should either not want cows like mine, or rethink your marketing options.  It’s largely a matter of whether you choose to think outside the proverbial box.
If you want to make changes, I don’t recommend you quit feeding grain to your Holsteins, milk them once a day, and expect to stay in business.  Thinking outside the box might include crossing with a breed better suited for all grass so you posture your herd to make the transition over time (slower, but less drastic than selling what you’ve got and buying a new herd).  Or it might include looking into other options for marketing the most valuable parts of the milk...butterfat and protein.  Last I heard, commodity milk prices were downright depressing.   The thing is, to warrant a better market/price, the product itself often needs to be special.  The components of 100% grass-fed milk are special.

As for the beef, I’m still working on selecting for better muscling.  Currently we have typically been seeing carcass yields at least 55% of live weight.  Not bad for “dairy” beef, maybe, but I think we can do better.  Achieving this while not sacrificing more milk production is my goal.

Many dairy farmers hope for a high percentage of heifer calves, and consider too many bulls something akin to a plague.  I remember being in that mindset.  This paradigm evolution I have described has freed me from that as well.  I still need good heifers for replacement animals, but great breeding bulls must come from good cows, too.  And bull calves don’t have to be sold for pittance at the nearest sale barn now.  Steers convert grass to cash just like the heifers.

Holons are a great way to add value to the resources you have.  Our dairy is the centerpiece enterprise, but the grass-fed beef sales are adding value to the bull calf resource the herd produces.  All the calves are raised on nurse cows.  True, it means sacrificing a little more of the milk supply for 6 months.  But it seems to be worth it.  If we sold all the bull calves and had 50-60 fewer head (reflecting the one-year-old and two-year-old steers, not including the new bull calves) annually on the same number of acres, pasture management might dictate more haymaking.  Though I haven’t crunched numbers, it seems like it makes more sense to harvest the grass with something you already have so it increases in value before the sale, rather than paying to harvest the grass, even if you can sell it.
Another holon we have dabbled in is veal.  Generally we earmark the youngest bulls of the season for veal, allowing each one to nurse on and graze alongside his mother for about 3 months.  The upswing is that we can again harvest milk from the cow after the 3 months, but I’ve found that after a cow has had a calf on her for several weeks, she won’t milk quite as well (at least on OAD milking) post-weaning.  I think if I wanted to be more efficient with the veal, I could graft one additional calf on a nurse cow that could normally handle two extras and see good results, but so far I haven’t pursued that route to any extent.
This has been our experience in dual purpose genetics thus far.  Every year we learn more and try to apply more, always keeping our goals in mind.  One of our goals is to increase profitability by developing the resources we have.  There is no secret standard formula for success.  We can learn from each other, but our farm is unique and so is yours.  Therefore, while employing our methods may indeed move you toward your goals, adaptation may sometimes be more effective than duplication.  A dictionary definition of wisdom is: knowledge of what is true or right coupled with just judgment as to action.  Learn what is true or right, then use your best judgment to put it into action.
