
Fifteen Acres and A Rural Lifestyle
By Margaret Meierhenry, FARRM Member

After 27 years on our property the choice to move was difficult. When you love the quiet of the country and the
view of mountains and fields, it is a difficult decision to leave the land and move into town. We named the farm
Whoop N Holler: we wanted our children freedom to enjoy themselves without neighbors too close by. So, what
does one do with fifteen acres when health issues become a concern and age has caught up with us. It was time to
rethink how we could change the operation and make things easier to handle without expending as much time and
energy, but continue to live where we enjoy the rural life.

Rotational grazing the past four years has turned into a success story for our family and it might be the answer
for other small acreage landowners. We have twelve acres of permanent pasture and over the years the fields were
hayed. We stored some bales, feeding our own animals, or sold to customers from the barn and directly out of the
field. The project was a family affair–doing our own cutting, raking, baling and hauling, but in later years we went
to custom haying. It takes a lot of energy lifting bales and we’re too small an operation to have a bale loader. It be-
came increasingly frustrating to rely upon others for when to cut the grass or pick up bales. Randy White with
Jackson SWCD came to the rescue! Rotational grazing along with improving the pasture was the answer.

We decided it was easier to have cattle “mow” the grass for us. Rotational grazing involves pasture manage-
ment, taking time to observe how the grass is growing in the pasture and doing things to keep it healthy. Our first
step, was to get a current soil sample and improve soil conditions where it was needed in the pasture. Adding trace
minerals is as important as continually adding nitrogen to help the grass grow. The Grange Co-op’s fertilizer divi-
sion offers help on taking a soil sample to send to the lab.

Then we divided the fields into smaller pastures or paddocks so that we could rotate the cattle. We made tempo-
rary fences with a single strand electric wire and half-inch rebar rods (4 feet long)
driven into the ground using a homemade pounder (length of 1 inch pipe with a
pipe cap attached at one end). Yellow tapes tied to the wire warn the cattle, and
they soon learn to stay away. This system of fencing is low cost and simple to in-
stall or take down. I use a five-gallon bucket to carry the essential tools for moving
the fences or for adding new wire for cross-fencing a smaller section of the pad-
dock. Having everything in one place is energy efficient and saves time.

I rotate the animals through the paddocks when the grass is a mid-leg calf height
(10 to 12 inches), and move them onto the next paddock when it is ‘mowed’ to ankle
height (three to 4 inches). I keep a calendar of the rotation and let each paddocks that
have been grazed have a resting period of several weeks depending on the time of year.
The grass re-grows fast in the spring, but slower with hot summer temperatures and
the cool fall nights. The idea behind rotational grazing (continue on page 5)
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Jackson Soil and Water Conservation District is your gateway to natural resource assistance. Board members and staff work with the Natural
Resource Conservation Service to ensure educational and on-the-ground technical assistance opportunities take place which help the landowners
of Jackson County.
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Gamagrass-Warm Season Grass Project
By Larry Martin, FARRM Member

In 2001, we purchased 40 acres just west of Central
Point and planned to bring out a few beef cows from our
grass farm that we were selling in Iowa. On our 40 acres
was a field that had been in alfalfa, but no longer had a
viable stand. I had noticed that here in the Rogue Valley,
the hay fields and pastures of cool season grasses strug-
gled to maintain their growth in the heat of the summer.
This was consistent with the growth patterns of cool sea-
son grasses that I had managed in the Midwest. This got
me to wondering if a field of warm season grass might
be a good complement to my existing fields of cool sea-
son grasses

My hands-on experience with warm season grasses
was limited. I had planted one sizeable acreage of
switchgrass for CRP (Conservation Reserve Program)
on bottom ground on our Iowa farm in the mid-90's. I
had also been on several farms in the Midwest that had
established eastern gamagrass to be used as a forage in
their cattle operations. I had been impressed with both
the productivity and forage quality of eastern gamagrass
and thought I could utilize it well in my management-
intensive rotational grazing system.

I then called Dan Shepherd in Missouri, one of the
largest producers of eastern gamagrass seed in the coun-
try, and asked him how he thought gamagrass would
adapt to this area. We talked about how the cooler sum-
mer nights might reduce production compared to the
Midwest. He also mentioned that he had filled a few
small orders for gamagrass seed from Oregon, but was
not aware of any sizeable plantings. I decided to proceed
with trying to establish a field of gamagrass.

The seed was planted in early May of 2002. Because

gamagrass is not a very competitive plant as a seedling,
chemical weed control is almost essential in the first
year. No grazing or haying was done in the first year of
establishment. It requires a good dose of patience from
the producer as you try to get a stand of gamagrass es-
tablished. A good stand consists of 2 to 3 plants per
square yard and one plant per square yard is acceptable.
In the first year after planting, my stand looked very thin
and I wondered if it was going to amount to anything. In
the second year, I cut the gamagrass in late June with the
cutterbar set at about 8" and got a yield of about a ton
per acre. No further haying or grazing was done in 2003.

In late March of 2004, I burned the entire field. I
hayed the field in June and harvested over three ton of
hay per acre. I then started to fence the field into roughly
one acre paddocks and grazed a good portion of the field
two times later that year. This year, most of the field was
grazed 4 to 5 times in a rotational grazing system. Each
paddock was grazed for about two days by a group of 20
cow-calf pairs and then rested and allowed to regrow for
about 30 days. All cattle were removed by the end of
August so the plants would have about 40 days of rest
before the first killing frost. The production from each
acre averaged about one cow-calf pair grazing for six
months.

I did sprinkle irrigate the gamagrass during the initial
year of establishment. In subsequent years, I have flood
irrigated the field on about a 3 week interval. Because of
its deep roots and heat tolerance, it does not show heat
stress nearly as quickly as cool season grasses.

Although eastern gamagrass can produce high yields
of quality hay, I have found it has some significant limi-
tations for use in hay production. It does need to be cut
at about a height of 8" so that you leave some leaf sur-
face for regrowth. And each gamagrass plant will de-
velop a large base as it matures which results in a field
that is very rough to drive equipment over.

I have been pleased with the how my eastern gama-
grass field has fit into my forage production system. It
has completely filled the need for forage during the heat
of the summer as the production from my cool season
grasses decline. My cattle find the gamagrass to be palat-
able and they seem to perform as well grazing gamagrass
as they do on my mixed cool season grass-legume pad-
docks.

Editors Note: We hope Larry will continue to let us
know how well his pastures and cattle do in the next sev-
eral years.


