Mama Still Knows Best!

Suckled Dairy Calves Make the Best Replacements

Kate Yegerlehner


Healthy calves can be raised on a bottle, or on a mob feeder barrel with nipples.  But there is simply no comparing a human-reared calf and a cow-reared calf.  Mama really does know best (at least, most of them do)!  In striking a balance between producing the best calf and harvesting the most milk for processing, we select some cows to be nannies.  The nurse cows raise all of the calves, and the rest of the cows are milked once a day.  This gives the calf the benefit of being reared by a mama while also allowing us to still have dairy products to sell!

When people ask me about a nurse cow management program, I always have to offer the disclaimer that we keep learning as we go.  I was asked to give an update on suckling dairy calves, and my first thought was that since I had just written about this less than a year ago I wasn’t sure how much new information I’d have to share.  The longer I thought about it, however, I remembered just how much had happened since I had recorded our experiences.  Last year was a rather different year in several ways, and many of these noticeable nuances made their marks on last year’s calf crop and our nurse cow program in general.

First I will outline several of the underlying issues which created dilemmas to be reckoned with last year.  Then I will explain what I learned and/or what I plan to do differently this year.


I have been doing my best to implement what I initially learned about grass genetics at a two-day class Gearld Fry taught in Kansas City several years ago.  Since that time we’ve been selecting bulls we’ve raised (until last summer we had not purchased a bull in at least 7 years).  My herd has not yet produced what I would call a superior bull, but I have had some decent ones in these few short years.  Hotshot (so named because his personality indicated he thought he was such, even at a young age!) was a very good bull for us, even though he was a mix of many breeds.  Pedro was his paternal half-brother.  They didn’t look much alike in body conformation, and in fact, I would say that Pedro actually had a better overall “bull appearance” than Hotshot did.  So I was hopeful in the linebreeding potential he held.

I should have seen the warning signs the first couple years Pedro sired calves.  I mistakenly assumed that the lack of vigor they portrayed was because they were late calves, stunted by the competition from older calves.  This past spring, following the breeding season in which Pedro was the primary bull servicing the milking herd, the lack of constitution he seemed to bestow upon his offspring suddenly became glaringly evident.  Several were weak, even a little stupid, some had to be started on a bottle, one even died after a few weeks…NOT traits I list in the “acceptable” category, let alone “desirable.”

The lesson was learned, and Pedro was done.  But he left me with a bit of a legacy.  I think some of his daughters have the potential to grow into decent little cows, but the genetic disadvantage didn’t help his calves any in the face of the additional hurdles they met last summer.  The saga continues…

Another facet of last year’s struggles was the disappointing conception rates.  Despite the fact that our target calving window usually closes by the end of May at the latest (I often sell most late-calving cows), I had cows calving on the farm until September.  I kept one heifer born the first of June and sold or vealed any born after that.  The 2+ month age range of calves in the same herd of nurse cows is, I believe, bordering on too much.  I think those younger calves can do okay, but they never seem to flourish as the older ones do, many of whom have already learned to steal milk from any cow they can get hold of by the time the last nurse cows and newborns are added to the group!  Incidentally, I had initially planned to sell the June heifer, and left her with her mother in the milk cow herd.  The sale never happened, and she consumed enough milk to catch up to the older calves in growth.  She’s the youngest calf, but looks better than some who are 3-4 weeks older.

In a previous article I wrote about our experiences with mob grazing last summer.  I plan to continue this type of pasture management this year, yet with some necessary modifications.  Goodness knows the fact that I have changes in mind is not meant to imply that I have figured out all the right things to do this year, but that I am hopeful these changes will bring even better results this time around.

One thing I will never do again is to mix my yearlings in with the nurse cows and calves to make a bigger herd for grazing the pastures more efficiently.  I am inclined to believe that single decision alone has caused more grief in the past several months than nearly everything else combined!


The herd size was fine, but everything else about the combination was not!  First, my instincts were correct: yearlings will remember what suckling is all about when they are reminded by example.  I caught a few of them but was too slow in doing anything about it.  I suspect their bad example inspired even two of the first-calf heifers who were nurse cows themselves to start sucking!   It seems that there were probably many more thieves than I had thought who robbed the babies of their needed milk and nutrition.  It is likely that the calves would have fared much better and grown faster in the summer if this fiasco had been avoided.

Among some other problems, this unwelcome suckling seems to have created a “monster” out of one of my nurse cows, Jesselyn.  We weaned the calves in the fall, and a month later after we dried her off, there were some yearlings who again began sucking on her.  We had to remove her from the rest of the herd, and separate some of the offenders from the main herd for the winter to hopefully eliminate the problem.  Four of my young steers (all Pedro’s boys!) were looking rather rough back in January, so I brought them in to the barnlot to implement some homeopathic parasite control.  In short order they were all nursing on Jesselyn.  We decided she has a sign somewhere that reads, “suck me!”  She wasn’t producing any milk, but I think between the black walnut tincture and the extra saliva from nursing, those calves’ guts got considerably healthier, and they went back to the pasture with their comrades this week.  And Jesselyn mourns yet again.  If she can just hang on a few more weeks, she’ll have one of her own again!

Mob grazing nurse cows is even more complex than mob grazing dairy cows, I think, for a few reasons.  One, our nurse cows are “worked” harder than our milking herd.  So theoretically their nutritional requirements are even higher.  Second, very young stock are grazing alongside the mature animals.  Even if we would consider the nutritional requirements of both classes nearly the same, the younger animals are more susceptible to parasites.  Forcing this group to graze even higher-quality forage nearly to the ground would probably put a lot more parasite pressure on the calves, although enough milk in their diet should provide adequate protection.  It is entirely conceivable that in addition to (or because of) the lower milk intake (both from the competition and from lower production by the cows on more mature forage), parasites may have reduced gains and/or caused already disadvantaged calves not to thrive.  This is in light of the fact that the calves of the preceding couple of years had been weaned with little to no parasite remedies.  In other words, we kind of took a step backwards.

Now, what do I plan to do differently this year to address this?  My ideas are still slightly abstract, as I don’t know how it will work in practice.  In general, I still want to graze the pastures more mature than we used to, because I am certain the proper consistency of the manure produced indicates it is good for the cows.  The goal is to manage it so that neither the nurse cows nor milk cows have to graze pastures that are “too mature” (I define this as forage that is turning brown from maturity.  With a good mix of plant species, even when seedheads are being put forth there can also be high-quality forage underneath before it gets to the brown stage.).  In theory, if I rotate all three groups (milk cows, nurse cows, and yearlings) through a roughly determined amount of acreage until about mid-summer, those pastures will be kept in a more vegetative state.  Also, hopefully I will be able to leave a bit more residual when grazing the calves and nurse cows.  The remaining paddocks that have been allowed to reach full maturity will be grazed by the yearlings throughout the remainder of the summer and fall, leaving the best to the rest so to speak.  Of course, this could be influenced by weather patterns, so only time will reveal the outcome.

Interestingly enough, I am hopeful that which “caused” part of the problems of last year actually aided in resolving others this year.  Conception rates were much better this year, due in part to no unexpected bull problems.  But it is likely that the combination of some slight mineral changes and grazing management that put the cows on the path to greater metabolic health is resulting in better fertility.  Even last year’s nurse cows may have achieved about a 60% conception rate for the first month.  I have consistently had trouble getting nurse cows to breed back early.  More cows calving in the first month will allow me to narrow the age span of the calves I keep for replacements (reducing the negative results of competition for the very young) and allow me to sell more calves outside of this window.  The availability of some replacement surpluses sired by better bulls will create gratifying profitability potential.

I will also note that although I may have painted a rather grim picture of what kind of shape my calves are in after last year, several of them never missed a beat and showed no signs of any physical stress.  Those who were less robust did improve throughout the fall as a rule.  Despite the colder winter, most of the calves, as well as the rest of the herd, handled it well, and with new green grass on the horizon compensatory gains aren’t far behind.

It is difficult to imagine a reason good enough to revert to raising calves by hand, as we are very pleased with the reduced labor (except during the grafting process) of letting nurse cows do the job, but also especially because of the unsurpassable quality of the replacement animals (providing they have adequately competed with their herdmates while nursing).  In a grass-fed operation, we are allowing animals to do what they were designed to do.  And how does it make any sense to expect a human to teach a cow how to really be a cow?  The milk that we forfeit to the calves is worth it, since the mother whom that milk comes from is teaching the next generation about grazing, about boundaries, and about trusting their shepherd.  It is we humans who have the most to learn!
