More with Less
By Kate Yegerlehner

The last time I wrote an article I was anticipating the onset of calving season within a few weeks, optimistic about the improvement in conception rates and subsequent calf and milk cow numbers for this year.  Ah, how life can throw curve balls.  The best-laid plans of mice and men…

So far only about 5 of the cows have not calved in the 6-week window I thought they would, though there are several more that I already knew would calve late.  The 22 heifers (more than half) that were open (a few might be late-bred) came as a bit of a surprise.  I did not see that one coming.
Both of the bulls that were with the heifers last summer had excellent semen tests in May, so I don’t think they were the main problem.  In an earlier article I wrote about how in our attempts at mob grazing last year I combined the yearling and nurse cow herds.  This resulted in the yearlings sucking on the cows again so I put the weaning rings in their noses.  I eventually separated the two groups but it was a few weeks later when I removed the rings.  
It was during this period that some of the heifers began exhibiting signs of some kind of malady.  The worst ones seemed to experience pain or stiffness and swelling in their joints as well as weight loss.  One died almost as soon as I realized there was a problem.  Our best hypothesis was that the rings were affecting their food intake, and the selenium and copper weren’t balanced properly in their free-choice mineral.  We removed the rings and the Se and Cu at the same time, so whether it was one factor or a combination we’re not sure.  Improvement came fairly rapidly.  However, I suspect the physical stress could have caused some abortions or embryo reabsorptions since there were virtually no signs of estrus all fall or winter.

At one point this would have been very discouraging, particularly after a less-than-stellar 2008 calving season.  Oh, don’t get me wrong, I am disappointed at the perceived lack of success this spring, but I’m choosing not to worry.  You see, fear and faith cannot coexist.  One or the other will inevitably become a driving force in our lives, and it’s a lot less stressful to have faith.

Much of what makes the news these days successfully inspires fear in the masses:  a recession, pandemic disease outbreaks, terrorism, and natural disasters, to name a few.  Each of these concerns is real, affects people, and deserves a response to deal with it.  But how we respond can make a huge difference in our world.

Maybe it seems like a bit of a stretch to compare the fear of swine flu or Al Qaida to a farmer’s concern over having fewer cows and less milk.  The former affects the masses while the latter might be more limited in scope.  I say fear is fear.

There is a guy named Gideon in the Bible whom God chose to deliver the Israelites from the oppressive Midianites.  Gideon himself didn’t think he was good enough for the job, but the fact that the Lord addressed him as “Valiant Warrior” seemed to indicate otherwise.  As his story progressed, Gideon had around 32,000 men with him as his severely outnumbered army neared the massive enemy camp, but the Lord wanted to show His people what could be accomplished with something small when His power was behind it.  So God told them that everyone who was afraid could go home.  Twenty-two thousand men going home makes for a lot of fear!

Still, an army of 10,000 men was too large for what God had in mind.  So He further narrowed it to 300.  Gideon’s small army “attacked” at night, using nothing but torches, empty pitchers, and trumpets.  The sounds of the pitchers smashing and the trumpets blowing put their innumerable enemies in such a panic that they turned on each other and were driven out of Israel.

I thought about Gideon and his comparatively miniscule militia the other day, and I wondered if there might end up being a parallel lesson for our family this year on the farm.  Especially when dad mentioned the other day that his cheese yield was a little bit higher than usual for this time of year.  Maybe God wants us to believe that He can do more with our less than we can do with more.


It wasn’t Gideon’s smallness that won the battle; it was his trust in the infinitely greater power behind him that brought success.  He listened to what God told him and then obeyed.  Going into battle without the physical resources to win is suicide unless, like Gideon, that’s what the Lord has directed us to do and we’re surrendered to His ways.  That’s why I’m not worried, even if I’m only milking half as many cows as I had planned this summer.  This business is part of our family’s calling.  If we are faithful with what He gives us, He will take care of the rest.

In keeping with this idea of more with less, I also want to toss out some more thoughts about high density grazing, or mob grazing.  The results we saw in one year demonstrated that production can be increased through the carrying capacity of the pastures.  The same number of acres will support more animals.  Who says this kind of farming can’t feed the world (I fervently make this challenge after my nose and lungs were assaulted by the toxic poisons of chemical drift from a neighbor’s soon-to-be corn field this morning)?
I can’t help but read about Greg Judy’s experiences and long for the pasture conditions, forage density, and related benefits on my farm that he is seeing on his.  I think we made progress last year, but we still have much to learn.  It also doesn’t all happen in one year.

I believe we made progress because, in spite of an extended drought last summer and fall, we had quality green pastures to graze until dry-off in mid-December.  The yearlings grazed all winter on stockpiled pasture, supplemented with hay, and there were about 2-3 weeks’ worth of stockpiled pasture for the cows to graze in March after we brought them home from the winter pasture.  I am convinced we would have run out of pasture last fall, with minimal regrowth for winter or spring grazing, had it not been for the longer rest periods between grazings last summer.

To put this in context, going into winter we usually have about 130-140 cows, bred heifers and steers, 50-60 young heifers and steers, and about 10 bulls of varying ages.  The home farm is about 225 acres and the winter pasture consists of 80 acres, most of which is reclaimed coal mined ground.  The young stock and bulls are kept on the home farm for the winter while the rest of the herd grazes three miles down the road.

This is the second spring in a row now with an abundance of mud and cool temperatures that have created extra challenges in spring grazing.  We have a variety of soil types and elevation, but there are never enough sandy hills in this weather!  That said, I have a hunch continuing with the high density grazing may well provide a little more insulation in extremely muddy conditions because of the heavy thatch or mulch that is present. 

The cooler weather for much of the spring has slowed grass growth, so I’ve had to graze pastures that really weren’t ready yet because I didn’t have anything else.  I’m sure this has set some of them back, but I am planning to not graze the hardest hit parts again until full maturity this summer.

From a pasture point of view, I think one of the most important factors to consider in mob grazing is the forage maturity.  If a pasture is not well-established, trampling the heck out of it will probably not gain you a lot unless the forage is mature and there is something to trample.  It is vital to recognize that the longer rest periods between grazings are needed in order to improve plant health and produce all this dry matter that can be trampled as mulch for soil ecosystems.
Maturity is also a big deal in muddy conditions.  Graziers know those small, tender plants are pretty fragile when pitted against big hooves, especially a lot of hooves.  We had the milk cows in a creek bottom pasture last week when we had 4 inches of rain in a couple days on already-saturated soils.  There was water on top of the ground for several hours, but the grass was mature enough to protect the field from becoming a complete mudlot.

As I write, it is the third week of May and we are now grazing some waist-high pastures with green seedheads.  It is currently a challenge to get the cows to trample what they don’t want to eat, especially fescue stems since they are quite resilient!  One thought we came up with is that as the sward continues to thicken, the individual clumps won’t be so navigable and instead of walking around them, cows will walk through them and mash them more effectively.

Last year I know something was right because the cows’ manure piles were of the right consistency.  Body condition was a little lower than I desire, though, so that is an issue we are working through this year with finding a balance for the cows and for the pasture.  I don’t want to push the milk cows and nurse cows as hard, but still hope to build soils and forage density through mob grazing.


One thing is likely:  as the manure gets less runny (i.e. the digestive system is working more optimally), milk production will probably drop a little.  We usually peak at about 30-35 lbs/cow/day on once-a-day milking and last year dropped to around 20 lbs/day in July on the more mature grass.  If you want to improve your soils and forages through high density grazing, you need to not be afraid of lower milk production per cow.  But you just might be able to milk more cows on those denser pastures.  So fear not, Valiant Warrior!  Daring to tread where others are afraid to go has the potential to win battles and affect the fate of a nation!
