Fallowing for Fertility
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If there is such a thing as a small farmer’s high, I am on one right now as I write this.  My drug of choice?  The SGF Small, Smart, and Special school held in December in Harrisburg, PA.  Each of the speakers had a unique story to tell, and each story succeeded at both challenging and inspiring me as a small farmer.  

As I was reflecting on the renewed anticipation I have for the future of our family business I realized how powerful getting outside of myself and my own story once in a while can be.  When people visit our farm to learn how to implement a grazing system, or integrate on-farm processing, or whatever, we usually advise them to visit as many farms as possible before beginning so they get more ideas as to how to (and not to) do it.  The problem is, once you’re up and running, the business can tie you down, and your own sphere becomes your whole world.  

But “local food” should not be isolating.  Fresh ideas that come from our fellow producers have the potential to increase profitability on our own farms, as well as to breathe some exciting new life into our vision for the future.

A common thread woven through the visions of many grassfarmers is the desire to heal the overworked, undernourished land.  There is no question that well-managed livestock can increase the health and vitality of soils more effectively and more completely than any man-made fertilizer.

The key phrase there is “well-managed” livestock.  We have been intensively grazing our pastures for at least 15 years now.  In the earlier years many of the paddocks had previously been used for corn and soybeans.  So there was a lot of ground to make up (no pun intended) in those fields.  Improvement occurred, albeit gradually.  I wonder now whether changes would have come more quickly with even more effective soil-building grass (and animal) management practices.

Enter a plan so old it is new again:  fallowing.  Modern agriculture would do itself a great service to study the practices of days gone by.  Wisdom does not necessarily mean learning how to implement the latest technology.

The principle of fallowing is simple:  Rest.  Rest that actually increases productivity.  I saw a story on TV once about a company that was contracted to build boats for the US military, I believe during wartime earlier last century.  The owners were Christians who believed their plant should not be in production on Sundays.  Despite tremendous pressure, they held fast to their convictions.  Incredibly, their output dwarfed that of their competitors (who built boats 7 days a week), and the quality of their boats was above reproach.  Rest is an undeniable necessity of life.  If we ignore it, something is bound to suffer.

We first started fallowing our pastures in 1999, and we do a summer fallow.  For this, the cows might possibly graze a pasture very early in the spring (usually only if it is stockpiled pasture, otherwise not at all) and then it is not grazed again until late July or August.

We have not used any fertilizer inputs since at least 1998, and at that point it was some nitrogen, mostly on cropland that was recently seeded into pasture.  The first year we fallowed, we allowed about 30 of our 230 acres to grow to maturity and express seedheads.  At that time we began raising whey-fed pigs on pasture, and one of the 10-acre fallow fields had pigs rotated through it.  The other two fields I mowed down after maturity and left the organic matter on top to decay naturally.  I now believe that wasn’t the best option, as those pastures’ quality seemed lower that next year (particularly the one which is predominantly sandy hills) and took a while to recover.  Perhaps the decaying process tied up too much of some nutrients vital for plant health.

Now, instead of mowing, I subdivide the pasture and run yearlings and any dry cows through it in late summer, after the seedheads have turned brown.  They eat the best and trample the rest (and have shiny hair coats and grow or get fat).  The seedbank in the soil is replenished, meaning if it gets pugged up in a rainy season, the pasture is already reseeded.  The plants that have been allowed to mature have developed root systems that go down deeper and bring up more nutrients.  And I don’t think it’s much of a stretch to theorize that if grass is allowed to complete a life cycle, it gets healthier and more able to withstand extreme weather conditions as opposed to grass that is consistently being managed to maintain a short, vegetative state.  Also, the biodiversity that begins to develop when plants are allowed full expression is incredible.  We have things growing in our pastures we haven’t even yet identified by name.

Back to the pigs.  The pigs are a holon for us because they add value to the whey produced in our cheesemaking process.  We have tried various methods in raising them and are still experimenting to find our ideal.  The first couple years we housed them in open-bottomed pens on skids that could be pulled to fresh pasture each day.  One of the benefits of this was that as the pen was pulled along with the tractor, the dirt they had rooted up was slightly smoothed out.  Obviously, craters in your pastures can be rather undesirable if you have to drive in them!  They soon outgrew these shelters, though.

Next we used the shelters but set up electric fence (after training them to it) around a broad area, and moved the shelter to a new space each week or two.  This worked well, except that unless it was very dry, they rooted the pasture to pieces!  It would eventually recover, but we won’t be making hay off those fields for probably a minimum of 5 years post-pigs!  Incidentally, the first year after putting pigs in the fallow field, the weeds were horrendous.  Since mowing on that terrain wasn’t feasible, our only option was to put a lot of cow pressure on and teach them to eat the weeds.  It can be done.  Then the second year, in almost every field, came the most beautiful stand of red clover.  We haven’t seeded red clover in years.

The last two years, because we wanted to protect our pastures and because we ran close on having enough grass for the cows, we raised the pigs in the barnlot.  They still got the whey and chewed down the weeds and grass that grew there, but they needed more to forage on.  So it will change again next year, perhaps with a permanent rotational pig pasture.  I confess, I am not a fan of pigs, and I don’t enjoy taking care of them.  But new ideas about how to improve our management of them actually has me a little excited!  See the power of getting fresh ideas from others?

Well, the pigs were kind of a side note, but an important part of our fallowing history.  This past year we did not purposefully set aside any pastures for fallowing.  Yet I think it still occurred.  How, you ask?  Mob grazing!  We’re thinking that with this style of grass management, you actually achieve about the same results as with summer fallowing.  While we grazed every pasture at least once in the more lush spring stage, there were some pastures that probably went two months before being grazed again.  By the time we got cows on them again, some of them looked exactly like a fallow field.  The amount of forage on top of the ground is incredible!  It really is strenuous to walk through it at times!  And I am convinced this is building soil health as well.

My grandma owns some land about 3 miles up the road that was strip-mined for coal, some back in the 20’s and 30’s, and again in the 80’s.  Eighty acres has been planted to pasture, and we winter most of our herd there after the cows are dry until they begin calving at the end of March.  We have a “cattle drive” (or, more accurately, a cow walk) to take them there and bring them back home, involving non-electrified electric fence in the shape of a moving rectangle, and lots of friends and neighbors as living fence posts.  It’s becoming quite an attraction.  Last spring we had between 50 and 60 people show up for the party to bring the cows home!

But I digress.  The point of this story was the winter pasture.  We take one cutting of hay off in the summer, let the bales sit where they fall, and then subdivide the pastures throughout the winter for rotational stockpiled grazing and hay feeding.  As with any soil reclamation project, no matter how well it’s put back after being moved, it takes a long time to become really good soil again with good water retention and bumper-crop-yielding properties.  

The cows are probably closing in on 9 or 10 years of wintering there, and though improvement is noticeable, it’s been slow.  The fact that livestock is only present for 3 months of the year doesn’t hasten the process.  

We have a variety of forages growing there.  A fair amount of reed canary grass (not nearly so palatable after it turns brown), fescue (my favorite for winter grazing), a little orchard grass, some clover, (not very useful in cold, wet winter grazing), and even a field of eastern gamma grass (we “northerners” have a lot to learn about warm-season grasses!), among other things.

A couple years ago growth was poor on one of the canary grass pastures, so we decided not to make hay on it.  We hauled a few of the previous year’s leftover bales there to feed the cows and put a little more manure on it.  Last year it looked considerably better, and this year even more so, with more fescue coming in as well.

This has inspired me to experiment with a fallowing of sorts on that property, too.  After reading one of Greg Judy’s recent articles in the Stockman, and after seeing the results of our own mob grazing initiation, I am wondering if I might be able to radically accelerate the soil healing on this reclaimed ground by no haying one year and grazing it as usual in the winter.  First, instead of manure concentration in a circle around the bale, it will be more evenly distributed.  Secondly, all that brown plant material will be just waiting to get trampled to the ground and begin building organic material.  I can’t wait to try it next year and see what happens!

