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T
The days are getting 

shorter, the tempera-
tures are finally begin-
ning to cool, and with 
Daylight Saving Time 
coming to an end, we’ll 
soon be turning our 
clocks back an hour. Of 
course, that extra hour 
of sleep sounds nice, 
but it also means it’ll 
be getting dark before 
many of us even make 
it home from work. For 
those with livestock to 
feed and chores to fin-
ish, there’s suddenly a lot less daylight to get everything done.

It’s also the time of year when we begin thinking about Thanks-
giving, gathering with family and friends, and taking stock of 
the things we’re thankful for. It’s easy to get caught up in our 
busy schedules and overlook some of the things that mean the 
most to us. Sometimes it takes a holiday, or even just a change 
in seasons, to remind us to appreciate them.

That idea came to mind while visiting with Brett and Keylie Ta-
tum for this month’s cover story. The couple owns Tres Rios Silver, 
a custom buckle company based near Decatur. Both come from 
families with extensive histories in rodeo and ranching, and their 
business has its own family history that stretches back decades.

One of my favorite parts of our conversation was hearing about 
the buckles that mean the most to people. Brett and Keylie have 
made awards for major rodeos and well-known entertainers, but 
they place just as much importance on a single buckle made to 
honor someone’s memory or recognize a personal accomplish-
ment. Their son, Pecos, has won some impressive awards during 
his rodeo career, yet the buckle he chooses to wear is one he 
received in memory of his cousin.

I think there’s something worth remembering in that story. 
The things we value most aren’t always the biggest accomplish-
ments or the most expensive possessions. Often, they’re the 
things that remind us of people, experiences and memories that 
have shaped our lives.

As we head into Thanksgiving, I hope everyone has an op-
portunity to spend some time with the people who matter most. 
Whether you’re gathering around a big table with family, traveling 
for the holiday, or staying home to take care of the ranch, I hope 
November gives you plenty of reasons to be thankful.

And as for that extra hour we’re getting when the clocks 
change, I hope you get to enjoy it. I have a feeling most of us will 
find something to do with it!

Happy Thanksgiving!

Volume 14, Issue 11

Brett and Keylie 
Tatum, pictured with 
their son Pecos,  carry 
on their family’s 
rodeo legacy through 
Tres Rios Silver. 
(Photo courtesy of 
Tres Rios)
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When planning for Thanks-

giving, turkey always comes 
to mind.  A turkey roasted to 
perfection is what we’d always 
dined.  

But then last fall a friend 
of mine said, “Try a goose this 
year.”   His name was Tuck and 
when he talked it wasn’t very 
clear. 

So, I loaded up my twelve-
gauge and I hopped into my 
truck.  Tuck and Hap jumped 
right on in.  Now we hoped to 
have some luck.

We stopped by Merkle’s Store 
to get a Twinkie for our lunch.  
I thought we’d be out there 
awhile.  Not sure, but just a 
hunch.  

I introduced my company.  
“Meet Tuck and Hap today.  Hap 
is my four-legged friend and 
Tuck, it’s hard to say.”

I asked old Mr. Merkle.  “Hop-
ing for a gander goose.  Ya don’t 
know of a stray one or a tame 
one on the loose?”

Old Merkle said, “I’ve got a 
twenty pounder in the store.  It’s 
yours for fifteen dollars, not a 
single penny more.”

I looked at Tuck. He shook his 
head.  Said, “What a quandary.”  I 
said, “We’re gonna buy the bird.  
That’s easier for me.”  

At home I told my wife ‘bout 
how we shot the wild bird.  And 

A goose for Thanksgiving
By Bryce Angell

“It’s sure a funny thing about 
this goose we ate today.”  Those 
words were spoken by my wife.   
She had some more to say.

“Inside I found the packaged 
gravy, heart and gizzard too.  
And instructions how to cook 

A Canada goose provides a fitting illustration for Bryce Angell’s Thanksgiving tale.  (Courtesy photo)

how the plucking took so long.  
The story was absurd.

Thanksgiving Day came soon 
enough.  Our goose was golden 
brown.   Tuck mumbled words 
I hoped were grace.  Then we 
gobbled goose meat down.  

the goose.  Looks like your game 
is through.”

I looked at Tuck.  He stared 
straight down.  My neck was in 
a noose.   Old Hap barked twice.  
I’m sure he thought, “You’re 
dumber than the goose.”

www.ntfronline.com
www.ntfronline.com
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How management influences 
effective rainfall

By Maddy Westbrook

When pastures begin to dry 
out, it’s natural to focus on 
rainfall totals. Producers often 
watch weather forecasts, hop-
ing the next storm will bring 
enough moisture to carry forage 
through the season.

But according to Noble Re-
search Institute regenerative 
ranching advisor Jim Johnson, 
rainfall totals tell only part of 
the story.

“People always think it 
doesn’t rain enough,” Johnson 
says. “It doesn’t matter how 
much it rains. What matters is 
how much of it you keep.”

That’s where the concept of 
effective rainfall comes in. Effec-
tive rainfall refers to the portion 
of precipitation that infiltrates 
the soil and remains available 
for plant growth. Some rainfall 
runs off the land before it can 
soak in. Some evaporates from 
the soil surface before plants 
can use it. 

The amount that stays be-
hind to support forage produc-
tion is what really matters.

Two ranches can receive the 
same rainfall and experience 
very different results. The differ-
ence often comes down to soil 
health and management.

“One producer could be do-
ing really good regenerative 
management and getting all 
of that rainfall to soak in and 
capture in the soil,” Johnson 
says. “The other could be over-
stocked, grazing too hard, not 

leaving enough residual, cutting 
too much hay, and so there will 
be less water soak in his soil and 
more will run off.”

Improving effective rainfall 
starts with understanding what 
happens when water hits the 
ground.

Why cover matters
One of the most important 

factors influencing effective 
rainfall is soil cover. Johnson 
points to litter — the layer of 
plant residue, trampled forage 
and manure that accumulates 
on the soil surface — as a critical 

component of a healthy water 
cycle.

“Those raindrops are com-
ing down like little bombs,” he 
says. “And if the surface is bare, 
they’re going to compact the 
soil surface. So if it’s covered 
with litter, that’s going to pro-
tect the soil surface from being 
compacted just by the force of 
the raindrop.”

Litter acts as a protective 
layer that absorbs the impact of 
rainfall before it reaches the soil.

It also slows water movement 
across the landscape. On slop-

ing ground, rainfall that might 
otherwise run downhill is held in 
place longer, giving it more time 
to infiltrate. Just as importantly, 
litter helps conserve moisture 
after rainfall occurs.

“It is a blanket over the soil to 
prevent evaporation,” Johnson 
says. “It helps hold the moisture 
in the soil once it’s there so it 
doesn’t all evaporate away.”

Bare ground has the opposite 
effect. Without protection from 
litter or living plants, soil heats 
up quickly and loses moisture 
faster.

“The more bare ground you 
have, the more runoff you will 
have from your rainfall,” John-
son says.

The role of living roots
While litter protects the soil 

surface, living roots improve 
what happens beneath it. Roots 
create channels throughout the 
soil profile that allow water to 
move deeper into the ground. As 
roots die and decompose, they 
leave behind pore space that 
continue to serve as pathways 
for water infiltration.

“Roots are making channels 
into the soil,” Johnson says. 
“They make a lot of pore spaces 
to hold water and allow water 
to soak in.”

The process becomes even 
more powerful when soil biology 
gets involved. Earthworms often 
move into old root channels, cre-
ating tunnels that future roots 
can follow. Over time, this cycle 

Ranches can’t control rainfall, but healthy soils can help them capture, store 
and use more of the moisture they receive. (Courtesy photo)



 

NOVEMBER 2026 | 11WWW.NTFRONLINE.COM

builds a network of pathways 
that improves both water move-
ment and water storage.

Roots also help form soil ag-
gregates, groups of soil particles 
bound together by biological 
activity. The spaces between 
these aggregates store water 
that plants can later access.

“It’s like a sponge,” Johnson 
says. “The roots in the soil to-
gether just make a sponge.”

Management drives 
the water cycle

Healthy soils don’t happen by 
accident. Management decisions 
directly influence how much 
rainfall stays on the ranch. John-
son points to overgrazing as one 
of the most common challenges.

Even when stocking rates 
are appropriate, inadequate re-
covery between grazing events 
can limit a pasture’s ability to 
capture and retain rainfall.

“Your cover is always go-
ing to be short,” Johnson says. 

“And if your plants are always 
short, you’re going to have less 
infiltration than somebody else 
who has taller plants with more 
recovery.”

Haying can create similar 
challenges. After forage is cut, 
the soil surface is exposed to 
direct sunlight and higher tem-
peratures. With less cover pro-
tecting the ground, soils can 
become hard and dry.

Producers looking to improve 
effective rainfall can focus on 
several practical strategies:

• Maintain soil cover through-
out the year.

• Reduce bare ground.
• Allow adequate recovery 

between grazing events.
• Match stocking rates to car-

rying capacity.
• Minimize unnecessary soil 

disturbance.
• Increase plant diversity.
• Maintain living roots for as 

much of the year as possible.

These practices align closely 
with the soil health principles 
taught through Noble’s educa-
tional programs.

Building water-holding 
capacity

Beyond improving infiltra-
tion, long-term management 
can also increase the amount of 
water that soil is capable of stor-
ing. One of the biggest drivers is 
soil organic matter.

“You can’t do a whole lot 
about whether you have a sandy 
soil or a clay soil,” Johnson says. 
“But organic matter can go a 
long, long way to improve your 
soil-water relationship.”

Organic matter improves 
both infiltration and water-
holding capacity. As soil health 
improves, roots and biological 
activity can extend deeper into 
the soil profile, creating addi-
tional space for water storage.

Johnson often shares a com-
monly cited benchmark that 

a 1% increase in soil organic 
matter can translate to roughly 
one additional inch of effective 
rainfall over the course of a year. 
That extra moisture may not 
arrive all at once, but the cu-
mulative effect across multiple 
rainfall events can be significant.

“There’s probably always 
something we can do to make 
it a little better,” Johnson says.

For producers facing dry con-
ditions, that perspective offers 
an important reminder. While 
no one can control when or how 
much rain falls, management 
can influence how much of that 
rainfall remains available to sup-
port forage production.

“The important thing about 
managing your rainfall is getting 
it in the soil and keeping it in 
the soil,” Johnson says. In many 
cases, the most valuable water 
on a ranch isn’t the next rainfall 
event. It’s the rainfall that’s al-
ready arrived and stayed.

www.rustysweigh.com
www.ntfronline.com
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By NTFR Staff

A cow wearing a heavy winter 
hair coat can stand in weather 
that makes a person hurry back 
to the pickup. That does not 
mean cattle are immune to cold. 
They simply have a different 
comfort range, and the point 
where cold becomes stressful 
depends on body condition, hair 
coat, wind, moisture, age and 
nutrition.

Animal scientists use the 
term lower critical temperature 
for the point below which an 
animal must spend additional 
energy to maintain normal body 
temperature. That threshold is 
not one fixed number for every 

cow. Oklahoma State University 
has noted that a mature cow 
in good body condition with a 
thick, dry winter coat may have 
a lower critical temperature 
near 32 degrees Fahrenheit. A 
thin cow with a thinner coat 
may begin experiencing cold 
stress around 40 degrees. A wet 
hair coat changes the equation 
dramatically, with a lower criti-
cal temperature that can rise to 
roughly 59 degrees.

That last number explains 
why a cold rain can be harder 
on cattle than dry air at a lower 
temperature. A dry winter coat 
traps air and provides insulation. 

When it becomes soaked, much 
of that insulating value disap-
pears. Add wind, and heat loss 
increases further.

Cold stress does not simply 
make a cow uncomfortable. 
Her maintenance energy re-
quirement rises as she works 
to keep warm. Oklahoma State 
specialists use a general rule 
that energy needs can increase 
about 1 percent for each degree 
below the cow’s lower critical 
temperature. During severe 
cold, that can amount to a siz-
able increase.

The practical response is 
not to dump a large amount 

of unfamiliar grain into a bunk 
on the morning a blue norther 
arrives. Sudden ration changes 
can create digestive problems. 
Producers are better served 
by entering winter with cows 
in appropriate body condition, 
providing adequate forage and 
making modest nutritional 
adjustments before and during 
extreme weather.

Forage is especially useful 
because fermentation in the 
rumen produces heat. Good-
quality hay also keeps cattle eat-
ing when dormant pasture alone 
cannot meet nutrient needs. 
Protein supplementation may 

Do cows get cold?

Cattle gather around hay during cold weather. Adequate forage and protection from wind and moisture help them maintain body temperature. 
(Courtesy photos)
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be necessary when low-quality 
forage limits rumen microbial 
activity and intake.

Shelter matters most when 
cattle are wet and exposed to 
wind. A tree line, brush, terrain, 
windbreak or shed can reduce 
wind exposure. Bedding or a dry 
place to lie down can be impor-
tant during prolonged cold and 
wet periods. Calves, thin cattle, 
sick animals and cows that have 
not acclimated to winter weath-
er deserve the closest attention.

Water can become the forgot-
ten part of cold-weather care. 
Ice, frozen valves and difficult 
access reduce intake at the same 
time cattle are being asked to 
consume dry hay. Checking wa-
ter systems is just as important 
in January as it is in July.

Watch cattle rather than 
relying only on the forecast. 
Persistent shivering, huddling, 
reluctance to leave shelter, re-
duced intake or cattle that are 

obviously losing condition are 
warnings that the environment 
is outrunning the nutrition and 
protection available.

So, do cows get cold? Abso-
lutely. A healthy, acclimated cow 
with a dry winter coat can toler-

ate a great deal, but she still has 
limits. The thermometer is only 
the beginning of the answer.

Body condition is a form of 
insurance. Fat reserves provide 
insulation and stored energy, 
while thin cows have less margin 

when weather turns severe. That 
is why trying to put condition 
on cows before winter is usually 
easier than attempting to repair 
a large deficit during repeated 
cold fronts.

Hair coat condition is just 
as visible. Mud, rain and freez-
ing precipitation flatten the 
coat and reduce trapped air. A 
cow standing dry in 25-degree 
weather can be in a very dif-
ferent physiological situation 
from a wet cow at 40. That is one 
reason ranchers should look at 
precipitation and wind forecasts 
along with the temperature.

Calving changes priorities 
quickly. A mature dry cow has 
different nutrient demands 
from a lactating cow, and a 
newborn calf has far less cold 
tolerance. Bedding, shelter and 
rapid attention to weak calves 
can matter more than almost 
any adult-cow management 
practice during a severe storm.

A winter hair coat helps cattle tolerate cold, although wet conditions and 
strong winds increase their energy needs. 

www.ntfronline.com
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Land Market Report
By Jared Groce

O
Overwhelming peace and joy fill my heart as I write this due to the cooler temperatures and badly needed rain that is falling today!  It has 

been a very long, hot, and dry summer for us here in North Texas, and the change of season is very welcomed.   I wish that we also would have a 
change of seasons in the rural real estate market, but that is not in the works quite yet.  But $6.00+ a gallon diesel, sky high insurance bills, and 
an increase in the price of virtually everything we use has buyers on the sidelines still, boosted by the political turmoil that we are bombarded 
with all day every day.

Historically, election years have proved to make the real estate market unsettled in the months preceding the election, but over the past few 
cycles we have noticed that even mi-term elections have had the same effect.  Perhaps things might calm down a little after the November elec-
tion this year, but only time will tell.  One thing is for sure though - this too shall pass.  

Lately, I have been telling clients that this is not a good time to sell, but if you MUST sell now, you need to make sure your property is in pristine 
condition before putting it on the market.  Clean up, fix fences and sagging gates, landscape the house, power wash the cobwebs and dirt dobber 
nests down, trim trees, etc.   There are a very limited number of buyers and a whole lot for them to choose from, so make sure that your property 
stands out in a positive way to them.   Getting buyers onto the property is hard enough - don’t run them off once they get there by having a lot of 
trash and debris laying around and items in poor condition.

If you are a buyer, you’re in luck right now.   You have plenty to choose from and sellers are making more concessions in pricing in order to get 
the property sold.  Some borrowers are worried about interest rates, but that is a false fear.  Interest rates are in the healthy range right now, we 
just got spoiled with the super low rates we experienced over the last decade.  Plus, it is cheaper to buy today and refinance later if rates come 
down than it is to buy later on when prices WILL be higher.

I have seen a drastic increase lately in “investors” trying to make offers on listings with some really strange terms.  With some investigation, I 
have found that these are generally investment businesses that are trying to tie up land that is for sale, and then sell the contract to data centers 
for a huge profit margin.   These investors are asking for crazy things like 90-180 days “due diligence” periods and putting zero money down.   
Others are looking to put properties in contract as a joint venture with the seller, again with no money down, and promising huge returns to the 
seller down the road.  Be very careful when your agent brings you on offer with these terms!  I have one listing where I have received three offers 
like this just over the summer alone.

Another major fraud going around is seller impersonation, where a scammer finds your property info on the county appraisal district website 
and tries to get an agent to sell the land.   It is always raw land where the owner lives nowhere near the property, and typically is a smaller tract 
of land.   These scammers will only communicate via text or email, and will want to sell it very quickly.   They only will accept a cash offer so that a 
lender won’t catch on to what is happening.  They only want to use “their” title company (which is not a real title company at all) and a fake notary.  
Once the transaction is completed and funded, the wired money goes to their off shore bank and the new buyer is screwed.

I suspect that there will be more and more new scams in the future, so it is important to be VERY careful on transactions, and keep an eye on 
property that you own, especially if you do not live near it.

The best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago.  The second best time is today.  Same is true for buying land.
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By Tony Dean, tonydean.tx1@gmail.com

Meadow Dropseed

Meadow dropseed develops an ornamental appearance when mature.(Photo courtesy of Tony Dean. 

Meadow dropseed is a na-
tive perennial bunch grass that 
matures into large dense plants 
that can reach one to two feet in 

diameter.  The leaves are flat and 
narrow and can grow up to 24” 
long. These long slender leaves 
fold inward as they grow, giving 

the plants a flowing appearance 
when mature. 

The seedhead is a very narrow 
panicle from three to eight inch-

es long and is often enclosed in 
the sheath.  

Having almost an ornamental 
appearance, Meadow dropseed 



 

NOVEMBER 2026 | 17WWW.NTFRONLINE.COM

is interesting to observe. But 
it is not very high on the list of 
desirable grazing plants.  It pro-
vides poor to fair grazing for all 
classes of livestock and for deer.  

One can readily see why 
Meadow dropseed is not a pre-
ferred grazing species by simply 
grabbing a small handful of the 
mature leaves.  Give the leaves a 
tug with your hands and you will 
find they are almost impossible 
to break.  This is what a cow feels 
as she wraps her tongue around 
a plant.  It is just not worth the 
effort.  Meadow dropseed does 
produce a small amount of graz-
ing in early spring when new 

Meadow dropseed leaves are tough and wiry making the grass difficult for 
cattle to consume.

leaves first appear.
Meadow dropseed can be 

found growing as individual 
plants or as colonies of mono-
culture.  Pastures that are always 
grazed in summer months may 
show an increase in this grass 
because cattle will select other 
plants in the pasture and allow 
Meadow dropseed  to grow.  

One benefit of this plant is 
that it has a deep root system 
and will reduce erosion where 
it is grown.  

Quail occasionally use seed 
from Meadow dropseed for food 
and it provides nesting cover 
for birds.

www.ntfronline.com
www.overheadbins.com
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By Savannah Magoteaux

When hay is expensive, every 
bale looks valuable. The waste 
around the feeder often does 
not. Cattle pull hay out, trample 
it, bed in it, foul it or leave a wet 
mat that will never become feed. 
Those losses can quietly turn a 
reasonably priced bale into an 
expensive one.

Hay waste varies enormously 
with feeding method, feeder 
design, weather, forage quality 
and how much hay is offered at 
once. University of Nebraska-
Lincoln specialists note that 
some feeding methods have 
produced losses greater than 
25 percent, with some studies 
reporting waste approaching 
39 percent. Well-designed ring 
or basket feeders with sheeted 
bottoms can reduce losses dra-
matically, sometimes into the 5 
to 10 percent range.

Put  those  percentages 
into bales. If 20 percent of a 
1,300-pound round bale is wast-
ed, 260 pounds never nourish a 
cow. Across 100 bales, that is the 
equivalent of 20 whole bales lost. 
At $80 a bale, the visible price 
tag is $1,600, before considering 
the hauling, storage and labor 
invested in hay that ends up 
underfoot.

Feeder design matters be-
cause cattle are remarkably 
good at pulling hay out of a 
feeder while searching for the 
bites they prefer. Once hay hits 
muddy ground and is stepped 
on, cattle are less likely to eat 
it. Feeders that restrict how far 
cattle can reach and include 
a solid lower section can keep 
more hay inside. No design 
eliminates waste, but the differ-
ence between a good feeder and 
feeding an unrestricted bale can 
be substantial.

Unrolling hay is not auto-
matically wasteful. It can dis-
tribute manure and nutrients 

across a pasture and give more 
cattle room to eat at once. The 
problem comes when more is 
unrolled than cattle will clean up 
promptly. If the goal is one day’s 
feed, putting out several days 
at once invites trampling and 
weather loss. The same principle 

applies to processed hay placed 
in windrows.

Storage losses happen before 
a bale reaches the feeder. Round 
bales stored outside absorb 
moisture where they contact soil 
and where rain penetrates the 
outer layers. The percentage lost 

depends on bale density, storage 
surface, climate and length of 
storage. Raising bales off wet 
soil, orienting rows so water 
drains away and covering hay 
can preserve feed that otherwise 
disappears before winter is over.

Quality affects waste, too. 

Hidden cost of hay waste

Hay pulled from a feeder or scattered on the ground becomes an expense even when it was already purchased 
or raised. (Courtesy photos)
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Continue on page 20

Cattle sort low-quality hay more 
aggressively. Stemmy, weath-
ered forage may look plentiful 
in the ring while cattle selec-
tively consume leaves and leave 
the rest. A forage test can help 
determine whether the hay will 
meet nutritional needs, but 
physical quality still affects how 
eagerly cattle eat it.

Mud compounds nearly ev-
ery problem. Feed dropped 
into mud is lost, and cattle 
standing around a feeder can 
churn a winter feeding area 
into a nutrient-rich mess. Mov-
ing feeders, using a hardened 
feeding surface or intentionally 
choosing a sacrifice area can re-
duce pasture damage and make 
cleanup easier.

The easiest way to measure 
waste is not to chase a perfect 
percentage. Watch what is left 
after cattle have had reasonable 
time to eat. If a thick ring of 
hay builds around every feeder, 

change something. Feed less at 
once. Try a different feeder. Im-
prove the feeding surface. Move 
the ring. Compare how long a 
bale lasts before and after the 
change.

Hay conservation is often dis-
cussed as a forage-production 

problem, but some of the cheap-
est hay a ranch can find is the 
hay it already bought and stops 
wasting.

The math becomes even 
more important when hay qual-
ity is high. If a ranch bought 
tested hay because it provides 

enough protein and energy 
to reduce supplement costs, 
wasting a fifth of that bale is 
also wasting the nutrients that 
justified the purchase. The re-
placement feed may cost more 
than the simple dollars-per-bale 

Feeder design, placement and management can influence how much hay winds up on the ground. 

www.denniscattlecompany.com
www.boydbuilt.com
www.ntfronline.com
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calculation suggests.
Feeding frequency is another 

lever. When cattle have unre-
stricted access to a round bale, 
they can sort, pull and bed in 
hay for days. Limit-fed systems 
require more labor and bunk 
space, but they can give a pro-
ducer tighter control over intake 
and waste. Neither system is 
automatically best. Labor, cow 
numbers, equipment and pas-
ture layout matter.

The feeder itself should also 
match the cattle. Horned cattle, 
calves and large mature cows 
may use openings differently. A 
feeder that reduces waste but 
creates crowding or prevents 
timid cattle from eating is not 
solving the whole problem. Ob-
serve cattle at feeding time, not 
only the hay left afterward.

One useful winter exercise is 
to weigh or estimate how much 
hay is being delivered to a group 
for a week and compare it with 
realistic expected intake. The 
gap includes waste, weather 
loss and estimation error. Even 
a rough audit can reveal whether 
the operation is losing a few 
percent or feeding far more 
hay than cow requirements can 
explain.

Storage losses deserve the 
same scrutiny as feeding loss-
es. Hay stored directly on the 
ground can wick moisture into 
the bottom bales, while uncov-
ered hay exposed to repeated 
rain loses both dry matter and 
feeding value. 

A row of weathered round 
bales may look serviceable from 
the road, but the dark outer 
layer represents forage that was 
grown, cut, baled and hauled 
without ever becoming useful 
feed. Elevating bales and pro-
tecting them from precipitation 
can improve how much of each 
bale ultimately reaches cattle.

The best system is not nec-
essarily the one with the least 
visible waste. Labor, equipment, 
pasture conditions and herd size 

Continued from page 19

all matter. Unrolling hay can 
distribute manure and nutrients 
across a pasture, for example, 
but cattle may trample more 
forage if too much is put out at 
once. Rings reduce trampling, 
but design matters. 

Research consistently shows 
that feeders that restrict access 
and help contain hay generally 
reduce losses compared with 
feeding an unrestricted bale on 
the ground.

A useful way to think about 

waste is to price the hay cattle 
actually consume, not the hay 
that arrives on the ranch. If one 
feeding method loses twice as 
much forage as another, the 
cheaper piece of equipment may 
not be cheaper for long.

Poor storage can reduce the amount of usable forage from every bale, adding to winter feeding costs. 
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A
By NTFR Staff

A cow does not become un-
productive because she turns 
10. She becomes unproductive 
when she can no longer do the 
job the ranch needs her to do. 
In older cows, the mouth is one 
of the best places to look for 
the reason.

Cattle use their lower inci-
sors to grasp forage against a 
hard dental pad on the upper 
jaw. The front teeth can provide 
a rough indication of age when 
cattle are young because per-
manent incisors erupt in a fairly 
predictable sequence. As cows 
get older, however, exact aging 
from wear becomes less reliable. 
What matters more in a mature 
cow is whether the teeth are still 
functional.

Producers often use the term 
broken-mouth for cows with 
missing, badly worn or damaged 
incisors. A smooth-mouth cow 
has worn the incisors down sub-
stantially. Those descriptions 
are not simply cosmetic. A cow 
that cannot efficiently bite short 
dormant grass may struggle 
even when there appears to be 
forage in the pasture.

The back teeth matter too, 
although they are harder to 
inspect. Molars and premolars 
grind forage after it is gathered. 
Wear, missing teeth and other 
dental problems can reduce how 
effectively an older cow pro-
cesses coarse feed. Oklahoma 
State University notes that cows 
around 10 years and older may 
begin to experience declining 
dental soundness that makes 
maintaining intake and body 
condition more difficult.

That does not mean every 
10-year-old belongs on the cull 
list. A sound older cow that 
maintains condition, breeds 
early and raises a strong calf can 
still be one of the best cows on 
the place. The question is how 

well her mouth matches the 
environment.

An older cow on high-quality 
hay, supplement and improved 
pasture may remain productive 
longer than the same cow asked 
to graze short, weathered native 
forage through winter. Teeth 
become especially important 
when forage is scarce or coarse 
because the cow has less room 
for inefficiency.

Body condition often tells the 
story before the mouth is exam-
ined. If an older cow begins los-
ing weight while herd mates on 
the same ration remain stable, 
look closer. Teeth are one pos-
sibility, but disease, parasites, 

competition, lameness and 
other problems can produce the 
same result.

Calf performance should also 
be considered. Research and 
field observations have long 
shown that very old cows are 
more likely to experience de-
clining productivity. Oklahoma 
State specialists have noted that 
around age 10, many cows begin 
weaning smaller calves and fac-
ing more health or reproductive 
problems. That is a population 
trend, not an expiration date.

A fall mouth check is easiest 
when cows are already being 
worked for pregnancy diagnosis, 
vaccination or weaning. Produc-

ers do not need to assign an 
exact age to every mature cow. 
They need to identify mouths 
that are no longer capable of 
supporting the cow through the 
coming winter.

The best old cows earn their 
reputation. They breed back, 
stay sound and raise calves year 
after year. Keeping them can 
make good economic sense. But 
sentiment should not make a 
ranch pay for a cow whose teeth 
no longer allow her to keep up. 
In the end, the mouth tells you 
how well she can keep doing the 
job, not how old she is.

A cow’s mouth can also affect 
how she competes. A young-
er cow may clean up coarse 
hay quickly while an older cow 
spends much longer sorting 
and chewing. In a crowded 
feeding area, the old cow can 
lose twice: she processes feed 
less efficiently and has less 
time at the best forage before 
dominant cattle push her away. 
Sorting older cows into a sepa-
rate management group can 
sometimes extend useful life by 
giving them better feed and less 
competition.

Producers should also dis-
tinguish incisor problems from 
total chewing ability. Front teeth 
gather forage, but cheek teeth 
do the grinding. Looking only at 
the incisors gives an incomplete 
picture. Dropping cud, slow 
eating, weight loss and manure 
containing unusually long for-
age particles are reasons to 
investigate further.

The economics come back to 
the calf. An old cow that needs 
premium feed to maintain her-
self may still pay if she breeds 
early and raises one of the heavi-
est calves in the herd. An equally 
old cow producing a late, light 
calf may not. Age is useful con-
text. Production is the verdict.

Is that cow too old?

A cow’s productivity depends on body condition, teeth, soundness and her 
ability to raise a calf, rather than age alone. (Courtesy photo)

www.ntfronline.com
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H

By Savannah Magoteaux

A horse’s teeth never stops changing

Horse owners often hear that 
a horse’s teeth ‘grow all his life.’ 
It is a useful shortcut, but it is 
not quite correct. Horses have 
long-crowned teeth with a large 
portion of each tooth initially 
hidden below the gum line. As 
the chewing surface wears, more 
of that reserve crown erupts 
into the mouth. Eventually, es-
pecially in old age, that reserve 
is used up.

That design makes sense for 
an animal built to spend much of 
the day grinding fibrous plants. 
Wild forage can be abrasive, and 
chewing itself creates constant 

wear. The horse’s dental system 
compensates by bringing more 
tooth into use over time.

Wear is not always even. The 
upper jaw is wider than the lower 
jaw, and horses chew with a side-
to-side motion. Sharp enamel 
points can develop along the 
outer edge of the upper cheek 
teeth and the inner edge of the 
lower teeth. Other abnormali-
ties include hooks, waves, steps 
and overgrown teeth opposite a 
missing tooth.

That is the basis for rou-
tine dental examinations and, 
when needed, odontoplasty, 

commonly called floating. The 
goal is not to make every tooth 
perfectly flat. Over-aggressive 
floating can remove valuable 
tooth structure. A veterinarian 
evaluates the whole mouth and 
corrects problems that interfere 
with comfortable chewing or 
normal movement of the jaw.

Age changes the job. AAEP 
proceedings on geriatric den-
tistry explain that the long 
crowns are finite. When enamel 
and reserve crown are exhaust-
ed, older horses can lose an 
effective grinding surface. Gaps 
may open between teeth, allow-

ing feed to pack into the spaces 
and contribute to painful peri-
odontal disease.

Owners often notice the con-
sequences at the feed tub. A 
horse may chew slowly, drop 
grain, resist the bit, develop 
foul breath or begin quidding 
hay. Quids are wads of partially 
chewed forage that fall from the 
mouth because the horse can no 
longer grind or manipulate them 
adequately.

Weight loss in an older horse 
should never be automatically 
blamed on teeth, but the mouth 
belongs high on the list. A horse 

A horse’s teeth erupt and wear throughout its life, making regular dental examinations an important part of care.  (Courtesy photos)
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Continue on page 24

with poor dentition may need 
chopped forage, soaked hay 
pellets, beet pulp or a complete 
senior feed that can provide 
enough fiber in a form the horse 
can manage. Those diets should 
be introduced carefully and 
balanced for the horse’s overall 
needs.

Young horses need dental 
care too. Eruption of permanent 
teeth, retained caps, wolf teeth 
and developing malocclusions 
can create problems long before 
old age. The appropriate exami-
nation schedule depends on age, 
use and dental history.

The most accurate way to 
think about equine teeth is that 
they are always changing. They 
erupt, wear, shift and eventually 
expire. Good dental care can-
not make a tooth last forever, 
but regular examinations can 
preserve comfortable chewing 

and help owners adjust manage-
ment before a dental problem 
becomes a weight problem.

The incisors at the front of 
the mouth get most of the at-
tention in old-fashioned horse 
aging, but the cheek teeth do 
the work that matters most to 
nutrition. A horse can have front 
teeth that look acceptable and 
still have painful periodontal 
pockets, fractured cheek teeth 
or missing grinding surfaces 
farther back. A full examination 
generally requires a speculum, 
light and the ability to see and 
feel the entire mouth.

Dental problems can also 
masquerade as training prob-
lems. Head tossing, resistance to 
the bit, difficulty bending, drop-
ping the bit or suddenly object-
ing to bridling can have many 
causes, but oral pain belongs on 

Examining a horse’s mouth can reveal uneven wear, missing teeth and 
other issues that may affect eating.

www.ntfronline.com
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Continued from page 23
the list. Dentistry should not be 
used to explain every behavior, 
yet it should not be overlooked 
because the horse is maintain-
ing weight.

Older horses create a bal-
ancing act for practitioners. 
The goal is to correct painful 
overgrowths while preserving as 
much tooth as possible. A young 
horse may have plenty of reserve 
crown. A geriatric horse may 
not. That is why the phrase ‘he 
needs his teeth floated’ is less 
useful than ‘he needs a dental 
examination.’ The examination 
determines whether floating is 
needed and how much work is 
appropriate.

Owners can help between ap-
pointments by watching how the 
horse eats. Does he take longer 
than herd mates? Dunk hay in 
water? Pack feed in his cheeks? 
Drop wads of forage? Have 
unexplained nasal discharge or 
bad breath? Those details give 
the veterinarian useful clues 
and may identify trouble before 
weight loss becomes obvious.

That slow eruption is why 
the phrase ‘a horse’s teeth keep 
growing’ is common, but techni-
cally misleading. Horses have a 
finite reserve crown below the 
gum line. 

As the exposed surface wears, 
more of that reserve crown 
erupts. Eventually, especially 
in older horses, the reserve is 
used up. Teeth can become 
short, loose or missing, and the 
chewing surface may no longer 
process long-stem forage ef-
ficiently.

Dental problems are not al-
ways obvious from the outside. A 
horse may continue eating while 
dropping partially chewed wads 
of hay, taking longer to finish 
meals or losing condition. Other 
clues can include bad breath, 
resistance to the bit, head toss-
ing, facial swelling or undigested 
feed particles in manure. None 
of those signs identifies a spe-
cific dental problem by itself, 

but each is a reason for an oral 
examination.

Routine care is also more 
than simply ‘floating the points.’ 
A veterinarian evaluates the en-
tire mouth, including tooth wear, 
symmetry, periodontal disease, 
loose or fractured teeth and 
abnormalities that may affect 

chewing. The goal is not to make 
every tooth perfectly smooth. 
It is to maintain a functional 
mouth while preserving as much 
useful tooth as possible.

Older horses often need more 
frequent attention because the 
margin for correction becomes 
smaller as reserve crown disap-

pears. Aggressive dental work 
can remove useful tooth struc-
ture that cannot be replaced. 
That is another reason the ex-
amination matters as much as 
the procedure itself: the plan 
should fit the individual mouth, 
age and diet rather than a cal-
endar alone.

Routine care is also more than simply flowting the points. 
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P
Pecos Tatum has plenty of championship buckles to 

choose from. The young professional rodeo cowboy has 
won his share, but the one he puts on each morning is a 
memorial buckle he received in 2017 in honor of his cousin. 
The people who nominated Pecos for the award didn’t 
know about the family connection. Nearly nine years later, 
he still wears it.

His parents, Brett and Keylie Tatum, see that buckle as 
the reason they run Tres Rios Silver. From their home and 
headquarters near Decatur, Texas, the couple oversees 
custom buckles for rodeo associations, livestock shows, 
professional competitors and individual customers across 
the country. Some commemorate major championships. 
Others mark a graduation or honor someone who died. 
The Tatums give each one the same attention.

By Savannah Magoteaux, Editor

Made to be Worn
Keylie and Brett Tatum

Photo credit??????????????????

www.ntfronline.com
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A Family Business
Brett and Keylie both grew up 

in families built around rodeo 
and ranching.

Brett was born on his family’s 
ranch near Roseburg, Oregon, 
where his mother’s family ran 
Christensen Brothers, a rodeo 
stock contracting company. 
His grandfather, Robert “Bob-
bie” Christensen, and great-
uncle Henry “Hank” Christensen 
founded the company in 1936. 

Both men were inducted into 
the ProRodeo Hall of Fame in 
1989 and into the Rodeo Hall of 
Fame at the National Cowboy & 
Western Heritage Museum.

Both sides of Brett’s family 
worked in rodeo. His childhood 
took him from Oregon to Ari-
zona and later New Mexico, and 
Wickenburg, Arizona, was home 
for most of his early years.

Keylie grew up outside Du-
rango, Colorado, in a ranching 
and rodeo family. Her father was 
an all-around cowboy who also 
worked as a hunting outfitter 
for more than 20 years, and her 
mother ran barrels. Relatives 
appeared in Western films in-
cluding The Cowboys and City 
Slickers.

Rodeo brought Brett and 
Keylie together. Friends intro-
duced them at the National 
Finals Rodeo in 1999, and they 
reconnected and started dating 
in 2001.

Brett rode bulls profession-
ally and later worked as an 
equine dentist, while Keylie kept 
competing. In 2008, she won the 
Women’s Professional Rodeo As-
sociation world championship in 
team roping as a header.

By then, the couple had a 
young son, Pecos, and life on 
the road was wearing thin. They 
lived in Wickenburg, but Brett’s 
equine dentistry business kept 
them traveling most of the year.

“We were like, ‘Man, we got 
to find some roots to lay down,’” 
Keylie said.

Friends suggested they visit 
Llano, Texas.

“We pulled into Llano, and 
it just felt like home,” she said.

They moved to Llano in 2008 
and stayed 11 years. 

After three years back in the 
Durango and Farmington, New 
Mexico, area, they settled near 
Decatur, where Tres Rios Silver 
operates today.

Buckles ran in Brett’s family 
long before the move to Texas. 
His aunt and uncle, Jim and 

Dixie, ran a buckle company in 
Arizona, and his parents were 
partners in another, Champion-
ship Buckles. Over time, family 
members ran several compa-
nies, including Frontier Trophy 
Buckles, Western Trails Trophy 
Buckles and Tres Rios Silver.

“At one time there was four 
companies in my family,” Brett 
said.

He remembers when the 

country had only a few trophy 
buckle makers, and his family 
ran several of them.

His mother, Vicki Christensen, 
ran Frontier Trophy Buckles and 
founded Tres Rios Silver in 1997 
as a more affordable option 
for customers buying custom 
awards.

She named it for the three 
rivers that meet near Farming-
ton, New Mexico: The Animas, 

This page and top photos on p. 29: Two of the Native American silversmiths from years past - Albert McCork and 
Allison Yazzie. (Photos courtesy of Keylie and Brett Tatum)
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La Plata and San Juan. 
The business sat in nearby Az-

tec, and Vicki chose the Spanish 
words for three rivers, Tres Rios.

Brett grew up working in the 
family shops, building buckles 
alongside relatives and silver-
smiths.

“We built them all ourselves 
as a family,” he said. “We were 
in the shop together in the early 
days.”

The family built lasting re-
lationships with Navajo silver-
smiths in New Mexico, many of 
whom filled orders on their own 
using materials the company 
supplied. 

One husband-and-wife team 
that started working with the 

Continue on page 30

Right: Some recent creations. 

www.ntfronline.com
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family when Brett was in junior 
high still makes buckles for Tres 
Rios.

Keylie worked for Frontier 
Trophy Buckles after college, so 
she knew the business before 
she and Brett considered buy-
ing in.

When the couple moved to 
Llano, Vicki came with them. 
Brett and Keylie had been help-
ing with Tres Rios for more 
than a year when they asked her 
about becoming partners.

Vicki doubted the company 
could support two families. Brett 
and Keylie brought a business 
plan and predicted they could 
double sales in the first year.

“And it ended up tripling the 

first year,” Brett said.
They became partners in 

2008, and around 2015 or 2016 
they bought out the remaining 
ownership.

The company started as an 
affordable alternative to tra-
ditional trophy buckles. Under 
the Tatums, it developed its 
own designs and its own way of 
building them.

Built to Last
Around 2017 or 2018, Brett 

and Keylie stopped making 
plated buckles and went back to 
natural metals: German silver, 
sterling silver, jeweler’s brass, 
bronze, copper and gold.

Plated buckles look good 
new, Brett said, but the plating 
can wear off. The couple wanted 

buckles customers could wear 
for decades.

“We want them to wear them 
for 30, 40 years on their belts,” 
Brett said. “We want to build belt 
buckles, not drawer buckles.”

Natural metals also make 
repairs easier. Competitors who 
wear buckles while riding and 
working horses bang them up, 
and with the metals Tres Rios 
uses now, the shop can often 
fix a damaged buckle instead of 
replacing it.

The switch also took the com-
pany back to the methods Brett 
learned as a kid in the family’s 
Arizona shop.

The Tatums still rely on hand-
cut designs and traditional 
craftsmanship. They use ma-

chines for some intricate logos, 
but silversmiths do most of the 
work by hand.

The Decatur headquarters 
handles design, sales, shipping 
and business operations. Part-
ner shops, including several in 
New Mexico, build the buckles 
and ship them to Texas, where 
the staff inspects, finishes and 
sends them to customers.

Depending on workload, Tres 
Rios works with about 30 silver-
smiths, and Brett said those long 
relationships remain central to 
the operation.

The Decatur office runs with 
a small staff. Designer Richard 
“Pee-Wee” Kolb has worked with 
the company for about 16 years. 

Continue on page 33

Continued from page 29

Twenty-one-year-old Pecos Tatum is an accomplished calf-roper competing in the PRCA. 
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Pecos, Keylie, and Brett Tatum. 
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He still lives in Llano and works 
remotely, staying connected 
to the office through internet 
phones.

The rest of the team includes 
bookkeeper Bethany Anderson, 
designers Rick Netherly and 
Jesse Christensen, and Lauren 
Barton, who handles shipping 
and helps around the office. 
Jesse, Brett’s cousin, joined 
recently, bringing another Chris-
tensen into the business.

Keylie runs nearly all of the 
company’s marketing and social 
media. Brett works on design 
and daily operations.

The couple has also built 
up the Tres Rios brand, and its 
TR logo has become the com-
pany’s signature in the Western 
industry.

Customers include the Na-
tional Western Stock Show and 
the National Little Britches Ro-
deo Association. The company 
has also made buckles for Garth 
Brooks and Willie Nelson. 

Recently, Tres Rios produced 
Gibson guitar-themed buckles 
for Nashville’s Music City Rodeo, 
which debuted at Bridgestone 
Arena in 2025.

Some of the projects that 
matter most to the Tatums are 
much smaller. Brett said the 
company reminds its designers 
that a single buckle carries as 
much weight as a big order.

“The one buckle you build for 
the one kid that graduated high 
school, or the memorial buckle 
for someone’s son that died, 
those are just as important as 
the 1,000 that we build for Little 
Britches,” he said.

Brett and Keylie know that 
from their own years in the are-
na. Keylie owns a world champi-
onship buckle but rarely wears it. 
She prefers smaller, ranch-style 
buckles.

“That’s not who I am. That’s 
what I did, and we are Tres Rios,” 
she said.

Pecos takes the same ap-
proach, wearing the memorial 

buckle despite his own wins in 
professional rodeo.

“We just want them to wear 
it,” Keylie said. “That’s our main 
goal. We want it to be something 
special that they want to actu-
ally wear.”

Tres Rios Silver turns 30 in 
2027, and the Tatums are build-

ing other ventures alongside it. 
They recently opened a retail 

store for Tomahawk Saddlery, a 
Brazilian company that makes 
saddles, saddle pads, bridles, 
halters and other tack. The shop 
sits next to Tres Rios Silver on 
the couple’s property south of 
Decatur.

Continued from page 30

Every buckle is special, and treated as such at Tres Rios Silver. 

The partnership started when 
Tomahawk asked the Tatums to 
help develop a calf roping saddle 
and tree. With input from Pecos 
and other ropers who spend 
time at the property, the project 
grew into a second business.

The property stays busy. With 
covered stalls and RV hookups, 
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From youth art shows to PBR events, Tres Rios produces great buckles for all. 

the Tatums host friends and 
rodeo competitors. 

After they leave the buckle 
office in the afternoon, they 
spend evenings riding, roping 
and working horses.

Keylie still competes profes-
sionally, now in breakaway rop-
ing. Pecos is building his own 

rodeo career, and his parents 
say he wants to try auctioneer-
ing and someday become a 
stock contractor like his great-
grandfather.

The Tatums have no set plans 
to grow the company.

“We’re just the stewards of 
His business, and whatever He 

has in store, that’s the direction 
that we’re going to go with it,” 
Keylie said.

Tres Rios stays about seven 
weeks ahead in production, 
allowing the couple to stay or-
ganized and focused on fulfill-
ing the orders directly in front 
of them. Brett said they once 

wanted to be the biggest and 
best company in the industry. 
Now they care more about meet-
ing their own standards.

“We want to do the best job 
that we can do, and provide our 
customers with buckles that 
they’re proud to give and proud 
to wear,” he said.

www.ntfronline.com
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SADDLE UP FOR A COUNTRY CHRISTMAS!  
Grab your boots, wrangle up that Christmas list, and 

mosey on down to shop local this holiday season! From 

one-of-a-kind treasures and western wear to gifts sweeter 

than a peppermint latte, you’re sure to find something for 
everyone on your nice list. Skip the long trail to the big-box 

stores and discover the hometown charm, friendly faces 

and hidden gems right here in our neck of the woods.

Holiday Gift Guide
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Black felt 40X 

hat is just what y

our cowboy 

need to complete any 

outfit! Bowie, Texas 
www.americanhat.com

Bold color meets classic Western 

style. These R Watson Boots 

feature rich rhubarb roughout 

vamps paired with sleek black 

shafts and striking silver stitching. 

A Western classic with a 

little extra attitude! 

101 N. Hwy 156, Justin, TX. 

justindiscountboots.com

Great gifts for the gun 

enthusiast in your life 

from Teskey’s Outdoors.

Located in Weatherford, 

TX. Shop in store or online 

at: TeskeysOutdoors.com

The basic semi truck with a 

sleeper cab is very realistic 

and detailed. Made from 

metal. Any Happy Toymaker 

trailer will hook on. www.

happytoymaker.com

Come see the 2027 

GMC Line Up! 

2111 S. Hwy 287, 

Decatur, TX. 

940-627-2177, 

JamesWoodDecatur.com

Check out these Twisted X slip shoes! 

The perfect gift, practical and com-

forable. 203 E. Omega St., Henrietta, 

TX. 940-538-4058.

www.justindiscountboots.com
www.americanhat.com
www.happytoymaker.com
www.decatur.com
www.teskeysoutdoors.com
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By Annette Bridges

goes country
WHEN A CITY GIRL

Where gratitude and grief meet

T
There was a time when I 

thought ranch life belonged 
mostly to my husband.

He understood cattle, hay, 
weather, equipment, and all 
the rhythms of country life that 
once felt completely foreign to 
this city girl.

For years, I stood more on 
the edges of ranch life than 
in the middle of it — raising 
our daughter, homeschooling, 
keeping our household running, 
and quietly trying not to embar-
rass myself in a world where 
everybody else seemed to know 
exactly what they were doing.

What I didn’t realize then was 
that ranch life was shaping me 
anyway.

Slowly. Quietly. Season by 
season

.Back then, I thought strength 
looked loud and confident. I 
thought country women prob-
ably came into this life naturally 
knowing how to drive a tractor, 
work cattle, cook for a crew, and 
recognize every problem before 
it happened.

I knew none of those things.
But over time, ranch life 

taught me something far more 
valuable than ranch skills.

It taught me resilience.
It taught me how quickly 

plans can change because of 
weather, drought, broken equip-
ment, sick calves, or the simple 
unpredictability of caring for 
living things. It taught me flex-
ibility, patience, and how to 
keep moving forward even when 
things don’t unfold the way you 

Quiet moments on the ranch can offer space for reflection as the seasons and family life change.  (Photo courtesy 
of Annette BRidges)
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hoped they would.
It also taught me the quiet 

beauty hidden inside ordinary 
days.

Seeing the sun rise over our 
barn. Hay bales lined neatly 
waiting for winter’s arrival. The 
sound of cattle calling at feeding 
time. Watching the herd graze 
quietly as the sun slipped lower 
in the sky.  The familiar com-
fort of sitting down to supper 
together at the end of the day.  

Country life has a way of slow-
ing your eyes enough to notice 
things city life once hurried me 
past.

I became grateful for things I 
never would have noticed in my 
younger city life.

Calves running and chasing 
each other across a pasture as if 
they had nowhere important to 
be. A newborn calf nursing while 
its mamma stood quietly still. 
One cow gently licking another 
one as they rested side by side 

in the grass.
There is a tenderness in a 

herd people rarely talk about.
And somewhere along the 

way, these cattle stopped feel-
ing like “his herd” and started 
feeling like part of our shared 
history.

That’s what makes ranch life 
difficult to explain to people 
who’ve never lived it.

They sometimes think ranch 
decisions are mostly financial 
ones. Numbers on paper. Buy. 
Sell. Downsize. Move on.

But when you’ve spent years 
feeding animals through ice 
storms, nursing sick calves, 
watching over pastures through 
drought and flood, attachment 
has a way of quietly settling into 

your bones.
And perhaps that’s why grati-

tude and grief sometimes live so 
close together.

Perhaps grief doesn’t always 
wait until something is gone.

Sometimes it uietly arrives 
the moment you begin realizing 
how deeply a place, a routine, 
or a life season has woven itself 
into your heart.

Suddenly, all of those ordi-
nary moments feel different.

Not because they are ending 
today, but because somewhere 
deep inside, you understand life 
does not stand still forever.

Because the things we are 
most thankful for are often the 
very things hardest to imagine 
changing someday. But life, 

like the seasons themselves, 
was never meant to stand still 
forever.

These days, during these 
early fall evenings, I find myself 
looking across the ranch with a 
deeper appreciation than I once 
had as that nervous young city 
girl all those years ago.

And I know now that this life 
gave me far more than I under-
stood when I first arrived here.

It gave me confidence. Part-
nership. Strength I didn’t know 
I possessed. A deeper apprecia-
tion for hard work, quiet beauty, 
shared responsibility, and the 
rhythms of nature itself.

Most of all, it gave me a grate-
ful heart for a life season that 
shaped me in ways I never could 
have imagined.

And perhaps that is where 
gratitude and grief walk togeth-
er for a time… until gratitude 
slowly begins to heal what grief 
fears losing.

www.morganlivestockequip.com
www.ntfronline.com
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A
Memories in the church cookbook

By NTFR Staff

A community cookbook rare-
ly looks important. The binding 
may be plastic. The cover may 
have a church sketch, county 
map or 4-H clover. Recipes are 
typed in different styles and 
sometimes credited simply to 
‘Mrs. John Smith.’ Yet a shelf of 
those little books can hold as 
much local history as a formal 
archive.

Community cookbooks grew 
out of women’s clubs, churches, 
schools, extension groups and 
civic organizations looking for 
a practical way to raise money. 
Members contributed recipes, 
volunteers assembled them 
and families bought copies 
because the cooks were people 
they knew. The result was part 
cookbook and part community 
directory.

Open one from the 1950s 
or 1960s and the ingredients 
immediately locate it in time. 
Canned soup, gelatin, shorten-
ing and packaged mixes appear 
beside scratch biscuits, wild 
game, home-canned vegetables 
and cakes that assume the 
reader already knows basic 
technique. Earlier books may 
include measurements such as 
a lump of butter the size of an 
egg or instructions to bake in a 
‘moderate oven.’

The recipes show technol-
ogy changing. Icebox desserts 
give way to refrigerator cakes. 
Electric mixers reduce the need 
for long hand beating. Freezers 
make ingredients available out 
of season. Convenience foods 
enter casseroles. Microwave 
instructions eventually appear. 
A single recipe category can be-
come a timeline of the American 
kitchen.

Names may be even more 
valuable than ingredients. 
Church cookbooks document 
congregations. School books 

preserve generations of parents 
and teachers. Extension and 
home demonstration club books 
record networks of rural women 
whose labor rarely appeared in 
newspapers or official histories.

They also capture regional 

foodways. A North Texas col-
lection may include pecan pies, 
venison, calf fries, chili, cobblers, 
barbecue sauces and recipes 
shaped by Mexican, German, 
Czech, Southern and Indigenous 
food traditions. What appears 

depends on the community that 
compiled the book.

Historians use cookbooks 
because food records ordinary 
life in a way formal documents 
often do not. The Smithsonian’s 

Open a cookbook from decades ago, and the ingredients will likely tell the time it was made. (Courtesy photos)

Continue on page 40

www.ntfronline.com


 

40 | NOVEMBER 2026 NTFR

food history collections treat 
cookbooks as evidence of chang-
ing ingredients, household roles, 
technology and regional iden-
tity. 

Even nationally published 
cookbooks can show the emer-
gence of American food tradi-
tions. Community books bring 
that lens down to a single town 
or congregation.

They are also imperfect re-
cords. Recipes were sometimes 
copied from packages, newspa-
pers or neighbors. Attribution 
could be inconsistent.

A recipe under one wom-
an’s name may have traveled 
through five kitchens before 
it reached the page. That does 
not make the book less useful. 
It shows how food knowledge 
moved.

For families, the most im-
portant line may be the name 
at the bottom. A casserole that 
looks ordinary becomes dif-
ferent when it belonged to a 
grandmother, teacher or ranch 
neighbor. Handwritten notes in 
the margins make it even more 
personal: ‘use less sugar,’ ‘good 
for branding crew,’ or simply 
‘Daddy likes this.’

That is why these books de-
serve better than a box at an 
estate sale. They are working 
records of community life. Be-
fore tossing an old spiral-bound 
cookbook because the recipes 
look dated, read the names. 
Read the advertisements. Read 
what people thought was worth 
sharing. The history is already 
there.

The advertisements deserve 
attention too. Many community 
cookbooks sold small blocks 
of space to local banks, feed 
stores, funeral homes, imple-
ment dealers, beauty shops and 
insurance agents. Decades later, 
those pages can reconstruct a 
business district that no longer 
exists. A recipe book becomes a 
snapshot of the local economy.

The books also document 

what counted as special-occa-
sion food. A church cookbook 
may devote pages to cakes, 
candies, punch and party sand-
wiches, giving a better picture 
of showers, funerals, reunions 
and holiday gatherings than a 
formal history ever could. Reci-
pes labeled ‘company casserole’ 
or ‘funeral potatoes’ tell us when 
and why a dish was served.

Readers can keep the story 
going themselves: dig out the 
oldest community cookbook on 
your own shelf and take a look at 
the cover, the publication date 
and whichever recipe you still 
make. The best local history is 
often still sitting in somebody’s 
kitchen drawer.

Preservation matters be-
cause the bindings are often 
cheap and paper can become 
brittle. Libraries and local his-
torical societies may accept 
significant examples, particu-
larly books tied to organizations, 
towns or ethnic communities 
that are poorly documented 

elsewhere. Families can also 
scan covers, title pages and 
handwritten notes before the 
original deteriorates.

The value of these books is 
often in the details no editor 
intended to preserve. A recipe 
may call for a No. 2 can, a cake 
of compressed yeast, oleo, sour 
milk or a particular brand that 
once sat on every grocery shelf. 

Instructions such as ‘bake in 
a moderate oven’ assume a level 
of kitchen knowledge that mod-
ern recipes spell out in degrees 
and minutes. 

Those little clues show how 
equipment, ingredients and 
expectations changed from one 
generation to the next.

They also preserve names. A 
professionally published cook-
book may tell readers where 
a recipe came from in broad 
terms. A church or extension 
cookbook may tell you exactly 
who made it. 

Decades later, that line of 
type can connect a recipe to a 

family, a town and a community 
organization. In that sense, the 
cookbook shelf can function 
almost like a local archive, only 
one with grease spots and hand-
written notes in the margins.

For anyone lucky enough to 
inherit one, the most interesting 
page may not be the prettiest 
recipe. It may be the one with 
substitutions penciled beside 
the ingredients, a child’s hand-
writing in the back or a clipping 
tucked between two pages. 
Those marks are part of the 
record, too.

Digitizing a community cook-
book preserves the words, but 
the physical copy tells another 
story. Advertisements from local 
banks, feed stores and funeral 
homes can date the book and 
show which businesses sup-
ported the organization. 

Worn pages reveal which 
recipes were actually used. For 
local historians, those ordinary 
books can be unexpectedly rich 
primary sources.

Continued from page 39

Worn pages of the cookbook reveal which recipes were actually used. 
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T
How the turkey won the race

By NTFR Staff
Thanksgiving without turkey 

feels wrong to many Americans, 
which makes it easy to assume 
the bird has always been the 
unquestioned centerpiece. The 
history is messier.

Turkeys are native to North 
America and were domesticated 
by Indigenous peoples long be-
fore Europeans arrived. Archaeo-
logical evidence shows turkey 
husbandry in Mexico roughly 
2,000 years ago, and Native com-
munities in the Southwest also 
kept turkeys. Feathers may have 
been an early reason for domes-
tication before the birds became 
widely important as food.

When Europeans encoun-
tered turkeys, the bird traveled 
quickly across the Atlantic. By 
the 1500s, domestic turkeys had 
become fashionable in Europe. 
Some of those birds, descended 
from Mexican stock, later re-
turned across the Atlantic with 
European settlers.

Wild turkey may have been 
eaten at the Plymouth harvest 
gathering in 1621, but the surviv-
ing record does not identify tur-
key as the centerpiece. Edward 
Winslow wrote that colonists 
went ‘fowling,’ while William 
Bradford separately described 
plentiful wild turkeys in the 
colony that autumn. Historians 
are confident the meal included 
wildfowl and venison. They can-
not prove that a roast turkey sat 
at the center of a table the way 
it does today.

The stronger link developed 
in the 1800s. Sarah Josepha Hale, 
editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book, 
spent decades advocating for a 
national Thanksgiving holiday. 
She published menus, recipes 
and descriptions of the celebra-
tion that helped standardize 
what families imagined Thanks-
giving should look like. Roast 
turkey was part of that picture.

Turkey also made practi-
cal sense. One bird could feed 
a large gathering. It was big 
enough to feel celebratory and, 
unlike a dairy cow or laying hen, 
slaughtering a turkey did not 
remove an animal that supplied 
another regular product. Turkey 
had already become familiar as 
a feast food.

President Abraham Lincoln 

proclaimed a national Thanks-
giving observance in 1863 during 
the Civil War. By then, Hale had 
been promoting the holiday for 
years. The annual celebration 
continued, and turkey became 
increasingly fixed in the Ameri-
can imagination through cook-
books, illustrations, newspaper 
menus and advertising.

Today’s Thanksgiving bird is 

different from the wild turkey 
seen in a North Texas pasture. 
Commercial breeding empha-
sized rapid growth and breast 
meat, producing the Broad 
Breasted White that dominates 
modern production. Heritage 
breeds preserve more tradi-
tional body types and genetic 
lines, although they represent a 

Turkey became the familiar Thanksgiving centerpiece over generations of changing food traditions. 
(Courtesy photos)

Continue on page 42
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small share of the market.
The familiar dinner is also a 

collection of foods with differ-
ent origins. Potatoes came from 
South America. Cranberries are 
native to North America. Pump-
kins and other squashes were 
cultivated by Indigenous peo-
ples. The holiday table became 
American by bringing together 
foods, traditions and people 
from many places.

Turkey did not become 

Thanksgiving dinner because 
the 1621 gathering established 
an unbroken rule. It became 
the bird of the holiday because 
it was native, available, large 
enough for a crowd and re-
peatedly promoted as the cen-
terpiece until the association 
became almost impossible to 
separate.

The bird’s biology helped 
too. Wild turkeys are large na-
tive game birds, while domestic 
turkeys could be raised around a 

farmstead and finished for a fall 
feast. A goose could serve a fam-
ily, but a large turkey could serve 
a crowd. That practicality fit a 
holiday increasingly centered 
on extended-family gatherings.

The modern bird also tells 
a livestock story. Commercial 
turkey production changed 
dramatically in the 20th cen-
tury as breeders selected for 
efficient growth, white feathers 
and a larger breast. Those traits 
lowered cost and produced 

the uniform birds consumers 
expected, while also widening 
the gap between commercial 
turkeys and their wild relatives.

North Texas readers see wild 
turkeys regularly, and it is worth 
remembering that the bird 
crossing a ranch road and the 
bird in the grocery freezer are 
the same species, Meleagris 
gallopavo. Generations of selec-
tive breeding have made their 
body types and lifestyles very 
different.

Continued from page 41

Roasted turkey became the signature centerpiece of many American Thanksgiving dinners. 



 

NOVEMBER 2026 | 43WWW.NTFRONLINE.COM

www.ntfronline.com


 

44 | NOVEMBER 2026 NTFR

Crispy beef 
and veggies

By Sheri Glazier | Dirt Road Dietitian | DirtRoadDietitian.com

Instructions
Place 1/4 cup corn starch in 
bowl and season with salt 
and pepper.

Slice cube steaks in to strips.

Coat steak slices in corn 
starch & let it absorb for a 
few minutes.

Heat 1 T. oil in non-stick 
skillet.  Working in batches, 
brown and crisp up steak 
slices.

Place cooked steak in a bowl 
and keep warm.

While the steak is cooking, 
prep & slice vegetables.

Once steak is all cooked, add 
another 1 T. oil to skillet and 
sauce vegetables.

While vegetables are cook-
ing, mix together the sauce 
ingredients.

Add the sauce to the veg-
etables & stir.

Add the cooked steak back 
to the skillet, stir, and let 
simmer in vegetables & 
sauce.

Serve immediately with your 
favorite sides & watch it 
disappear!

Notes
1 zucchini and mushrooms 
work well as vegetables too!
If you run low on corn starch 
use an extra 1/4 cup - its 
purely a suggestion!
The corn starch on the meat 
helps serve as an easy way to 
thicken the sauce up in mere 
minutes!

We all know cubed steak and country 
fried steak go hand in hand, but let’s 
explore a new way to use it in a FAST 
and EASY Simple Supper. (Photo 
courtesy of Sherri Glazier, Dirt Road 
Dietitian)

Ingredients

• 4 beef cubed steaks 

  (about 1 lb)

• 1 T. olive oil 

• 1/4 cup corn starch

• Salt & Pepper

• 1-2 peppers, chopped

• 1 onion, sliced

Sauce

• 1/4 cup reduced sodium soy 

sauce

• 1/4 cup honey

www.dirtroaddietitian.com
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T
The day the mail came to the gate

By Ann Asher

There was a time when living 
several miles from town meant 
riding those miles simply to 
find out whether you had mail. 
City residents began receiving 
free home delivery in 1863, but 
rural Americans still traveled 
to the post office for decades 
afterward.

That mattered in a country 
where rural people were a ma-
jority. In 1890, nearly 41 million 
Americans, about 65 percent of 
the population, lived in rural 
areas. Postmaster General John 
Wanamaker argued that it made 
more sense for one carrier to 
deliver mail than for dozens of 
farm families to make individual 
trips into town.

Congress funded an experi-
ment, and Rural Free Delivery 
began on October 1, 1896, from 
three West Virginia post offices. 
The idea spread rapidly. Within a 
year, routes were operating in 29 
states. RFD became a permanent 
national service in 1902.

Texas joined early. Postal 
Service records show Rural Free 
Delivery beginning at Fate and 
La Grange on August 1, 1899, with 
routes soon appearing in com-
munities across the state. For a 
farm family, the change could 
turn a several-hour trip into a 
daily stop at the end of the lane.

The mail carried far more 
than letters. Newspapers arrived 
while the news was still fresh. 
Farm publications brought mar-
ket reports and new production 
ideas. Seed catalogs and mail-
order companies opened access 
to goods that local stores might 
not carry. Correspondence re-
duced the isolation of rural life.

The mailbox itself had to 
evolve. Early rural customers 
used whatever would hold mail: 
wooden boxes, lard pails, syrup 
cans, cigar boxes and even piec-
es of stovepipe. Postal officials 

eventually required standard-
ized weatherproof boxes that 
a carrier could reach without 
climbing down from the wagon.

RFD also changed roads. The 
Postal Service expected rural 
routes to be passable. Com-
munities wanting delivery had 
an incentive to improve bridges 
and roads, and the growth of 
rural mail became intertwined 
with better transportation.

Carriers functioned almost 
like traveling post offices. They 
sold stamps and money orders, 
registered letters and became 
familiar figures along rural 
routes. At first they supplied 
their own transportation, of-
ten horses and wagons. By the 
late 1920s, improved roads had 
pushed rural delivery strongly 
toward automobiles.

Parcel Post expanded the ef-
fect after 1913 by allowing larger 
packages to move through the 
postal system. Together with 
mail-order catalogs, it made the 
rural mailbox part of American 
commerce as well as commu-
nication.

Today a roadside box can 
seem like one more ranch chore 
when the door breaks or the post 
leans after a storm. Historically, 
it represented a major shift. The 
farm was no longer as far from 
the newspaper, the merchant, 
the government office or the 
relative living two states away.

The rural mailbox changed 
America because it shortened 
distance without moving the 
house. The road to town stayed 
the same length. The world sim-
ply began arriving at the gate.

The mail-order boom is hard 
to separate from RFD. Sears, 
Montgomery Ward and other 
companies could put thick cata-
logs in rural homes, but delivery 
made ordering more practical 
and predictable. The catalog 
became part hardware store, de-
partment store and wish book. 
Farm families could compare 
prices without leaving home.

RFD also affected local post 
offices. As routes expanded, 
some small offices and older 
star-route services were con-
solidated or eliminated. Con-
venience at the gate therefore 
came with a reorganization of 
the postal landscape. The sys-
tem was more centralized even 
as service to individual homes 
improved.

The carrier became a com-
munity connection in anoth-
er sense. Rural carriers knew 
washed-out roads, new babies, 
illnesses and which gate was 
likely to be chained. That per-
sonal familiarity is difficult to 
quantify, but historical accounts 
repeatedly describe RFD as re-
ducing rural isolation. The mail-
box was infrastructure, but the 
person serving it mattered too.

North Texas has its own place 
in that story. USPS chronology 
lists early Rural Free Delivery 
routes reaching communities 
including Fate, La Grange, Alvin, 
Weston, Hillsboro and Grand-
view within just a few years of 
the program’s 1896 start.

Rural Free Delivery did more 
than save a trip to the post 
office. It changed what could 
arrive at a farmstead and how 
quickly rural families could par-

ticipate in the broader economy. 
Newspapers and magazines 
came more regularly. Catalog 
companies could reach custom-
ers far from city stores. Letters, 
notices and business correspon-
dence moved with less friction, 
shrinking some of the practical 
distance between farm families 
and town.

The service also pushed com-
munities to improve roads. Early 
rural routes had to be passable 
enough for carriers to travel 
them consistently, and local 
road conditions became tied to 
whether mail could be delivered. 
In that way, a federal mail pro-
gram helped accelerate pressure 
for better rural transportation 
long before paved roads became 
ordinary.

The familiar roadside box 
eventually became such a nor-
mal part of rural life that its 
importance is easy to miss. But 
the mailbox represented access: 
to information, markets, family 
news and goods that once re-
quired a day away from the farm.

Texas was part of the early 
expansion. Rural Free Delivery 
routes were established at plac-
es including Fate and La Grange 
in 1899 as the Post Office Depart-
ment tested and extended ser-
vice across the country. Within 
a few years, what had begun as 
an experiment was a permanent 
national program, and the daily 
arrival of a carrier became part 
of rural routine.

Parcel Post, introduced later, 
widened the effect by making 
it easier to send packages as 
well as letters. Mail-order busi-
nesses benefited, but so did 
farm families who could receive 
tools, household goods, clothing 
and replacement parts without 
traveling to a distant store. The 
mailbox became a connection 
to a much larger marketplace.

www.ntfronline.com
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A
Reading tracks after the rain

By Ann Asher

A November rain can erase 
yesterday’s sign and create a 
fresh page. Soft mud along a 
tank, creek crossing, ranch road 
or field edge records who passed 
after the storm. Tracks will not 
tell every story, but a few basic 
details can separate deer from 
hogs and coyotes from domestic 
dogs.

Start with shape before size. 
White-tailed deer leave a split 
hoof print with two pointed toes. 
On firm ground, the print can 
look narrow and heart-shaped. 
In deep mud, the rear dewclaws 
may register behind the main 
hoof, which can make a deer 
track look larger and more com-
plicated.

Feral hog tracks are also clo-
ven, but they tend to look round-
er and wider than deer tracks. 
The toes are usually more blunt 
and spread, and dewclaws often 
show in soft mud. A single print 
can be misleading, so follow the 
trail and compare several.

Canine tracks have four 
toes and a central pad. Coyote 
tracks often look compact and 
oval, with the two middle toes 
pointing forward. Domestic dog 
tracks are frequently rounder 
and more splayed, although size 
and substrate create plenty of 
overlap. 

The trail pattern helps: coy-
otes often travel efficiently in 
a relatively straight line, while 
loose dogs may wander.

Bobcats also leave four toes, 
but cat tracks usually lack obvi-
ous claw marks because the 
claws are retracted during nor-
mal walking. The heel pad is 
broader and shaped differently 
from a canine pad. Again, one 
muddy blob is not enough. 
Find the cleanest prints in the 
sequence.

Raccoon tracks are hard to 

confuse once you recognize 
them. They have five long toes 
that can look almost hand-like. 
The front foot is smaller; the 
hind foot is longer and can re-
semble a tiny human footprint.

Turkey tracks show three long 
forward toes with a shorter rear 
toe. Armadillo sign can look 
messy, with long claw marks 
and a distinctive shuffling trail. 
Around water, turtles, herons 
and small mammals add even 
more variety.

Freshness matters. Crisp edg-
es and undisturbed detail usu-
ally indicate a recent track, but 
sun, wind and continued drizzle 
can change prints quickly. A 
track protected beneath grass 
may look newer than one made 
at the same time in open mud.

Tracks become much more 
useful when combined with lo-
cation and behavior. Deer prints 
running along a fence may lead 
to a crossing. Raccoon tracks 

around a creek make sense. 
Hogs often leave rooting, wal-
lows and mud on nearby vegeta-
tion. Texas Parks and Wildlife 
encourages hunters to read sign 
as a collection of trails, tracks, 
droppings, rubs, scrapes and 
feeding evidence rather than 
relying on a single mark.

Take a photograph straight 
down with a ruler, knife or other 
known-size object beside the 
track if you want to identify 
it later. Do not put the object 
on top of the print. A series of 
photos showing the trail can be 
more useful than one close-up.

Rain does not make wildlife 
more active. It just leaves a 
clearer record of what already 
moved overnight. The ranch was 
busy all night. The mud finally 
kept the record.

Stride and gait add another 
layer. Measure the distance 
between repeated prints and no-
tice whether the animal walked, 

trotted or bounded. A coyote 
moving down a road may place 
the hind foot close to the front 
print, creating a tidy trail. Rac-
coons often leave paired pat-
terns because of the way front 
and hind feet land.

Substrate can distort almost 
everything. A hoof sinks and 
spreads in deep mud. A track in 
sand may look larger after the 
edges crumble. 

Rain can enlarge old prints 
until they appear to belong to 
a much bigger animal. The best 
identification comes from the 
cleanest section of trail, not the 
biggest print.

For families, track reading is 
an easy outdoor activity because 
it requires almost no equipment. 
A phone camera, ruler and small 
notebook are enough.

 Revisit the same creek cross-
ing after different weather and 
a surprisingly complete picture 
of local wildlife begins to form.

Fresh mud can preserve tracks long enough to reveal which animals have crossed a trail since the rain. 
(Courtesy photo)
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CCaptured last November at the Hat Ranch in Kaycee, Wyoming, cowboys head out to gather cattle and 
move the calves toward the corrals in preparation for shipping.
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A
How old is that buck?

By Ann Asher

A heavy-racked buck steps 
into a sendero and the first 
question is often, ‘How old is 
he?’ Hunters have spent gen-
erations trying to answer from 
a few seconds of observation or 
a trail-camera photograph.

The first rule is to stop count-
ing points. Antler size is influ-
enced by age, nutrition and ge-
netics, and individual variation 
is enormous. A young buck can 
carry impressive antlers, and a 
mature buck can be relatively 
modest. Texas Parks and Wildlife 
notes that body and antler size 
are not necessarily reliable age 
indicators by themselves.

Body characteristics be-
come more useful when sev-
eral are considered together. A 
1 1/2-year-old buck often looks 
leggy and narrow, almost like 
a doe with antlers. The neck 
is slim, the belly tight and the 
chest relatively shallow.

At 2 1/2, the body thickens but 
the legs still look long. The neck 
begins to gain size during the 
rut, yet the shoulders and chest 
do not have the heavy look of a 
mature buck.

A 3 1/2-year-old often has 
the athletic appearance hunt-
ers describe as a racehorse or 
thoroughbred. Muscle is more 
obvious through the shoulders 
and hindquarters, the chest is 
deeper and the belly is still tight.

At 4 1/2, the buck is physically 
mature. The neck swells heav-
ily during the breeding season 
and begins to blend into the 
shoulders. 

The chest looks deep, the 
belly may show a slight sag and 
the legs no longer look overly 
long for the body.

Bucks 5 1/2 and older may 
show a thick neck, heavy shoul-
ders, sagging belly and a less 
straight back. Very old bucks can A buck’s antlers attract attention, but body proportions are often more useful than rack size when estimating 

age in the field.  (Courtesy photo)

www.ntfronline.com
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actually begin losing body mass 
and may look less impressive 
than they did at their peak.

Season complicates all of 
those clues. During the rut, 
necks swell and mature bucks 
may lose weight. Camera angle 
changes proportions. A deer 
standing downhill can look 
short-legged and heavy. 

Nutrition and regional body 
size also matter, which is why 
local experience improves es-
timates.

After harvest, tooth replace-
ment and wear can provide an-
other age estimate. Cementum 
annuli, a laboratory technique 
that examines annual layers 
in tooth roots, can be more 
precise, although even aging 
methods have limitations.

For most practical manage-
ment decisions, the goal is not 
to identify whether a buck is 
exactly 4 1/2 or 5 1/2 years old 

Chest depth, neck thickness, body condition and posture can help hunters 
place a buck in a general age class. 

Continued from page 49 from 150 yards away. It is to 
distinguish an immature animal 
from a mature one with reason-
able confidence.

Look past the rack. Study the 
chest, belly, back, neck and the 
apparent length of the legs rela-
tive to the body. Antlers are why 
many hunters notice the buck. 
The rest of him is what helps 
tell his age.

Trail-camera photographs 
are most useful when the buck is 
broadside and relaxed. Head-on 
photos exaggerate the chest and 
hide the belly line, while a deer 
stretching toward a feeder can 
look longer and leaner. Compare 
multiple photographs rather 
than aging from one dramatic 
image.

Jaw aging after harvest de-
serves the same humility. Tooth 
replacement is quite useful in 
young deer, but wear becomes 
more subjective as deer age. 

Soil type and diet influence 

www.kerrfeed.com
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abrasion. Cementum annuli can 
improve precision, yet labora-
tory estimates are not perfect 
either.

For hunters who use age-
based harvest goals, consistency 
matters more than pretending 
to know an exact birthday. 

Decide before the season 
what ‘mature’ means for the 
property, learn the local body 
characteristics and apply the 
same standard when a buck ap-
pears quickly.

Nutrition, genetics and geog-
raphy complicate the picture. A 
well-fed young buck can carry 
impressive antlers, while an old-

er buck in poor habitat may not. 
That is why wildlife biologists 

caution against using antler 
points or spread as a birthday 
calendar. 

Body characteristics usually 
offer a better field estimate, es-
pecially when several traits are 
considered together.

Even then, aging a live deer 
is an estimate. Camera angle, 
posture and the rut can change 
how a buck carries his body. 

The goal should be to place 
a deer in a reasonable age class, 
not pretend that one photo-
graph can reveal an exact birth 
year.

www.expressscale.com
www.ntfronline.com
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By Norman Winter | Horticulturist, Author, Speaker

T
This time of the year I get 

mesmerized with trees such as 
the lacebark elm whose splen-
dor comes not only from the 
fall leaf color but the incredible 
beauty of its bark.  These are 
traits that seem to go unnoticed 
or at least unappreciated while 
the trees are full of green leaves.

The lacebark elm is known 
botanically as Ulmus parvifolia 
and is from China and Korea. 
Lest you think badly about 
bringing in foreign substitutes 
know that this one is resistant to 
Dutch elm disease that wreaked 
havoc on our native, American 
elm. To be honest this is one 
of the most problem free trees 
for the landscape. It is also a 
manageable size, reaching 50 
feet tall and as wide over time.

I have years of growing them 
and while they are not as showy 
as some of the hybrid red ma-
ples, they offer good color in 
shades of red, combined with 
pink and yellow. As the leaves 
fell they created a carpet of yel-
low worthy of capturing with the 
camera. Now that the leaves are 
almost all off, the lacebark is the 
showiest as you’ll see below.

After a dozen years ours are 
about 20 feet tall and 18 feet 
wide offering a perfect size 
for the urban environment. 
The leaves are dark green and 
handsome during the summer 
leading up to the fall display. 

The Lacebark Elm is one of the most dependable trees for fall color in Texas & Oklahoma. (Photos courtesy of 
Norman Winter, the Garden Guy)

52

Lacebark Elm,
Stunning in the winter landscape
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The Lacebark Elm is resistant to Dutch Elm disease, drought tolerant and is not finicky about soil pH.

Some trials report that the color 
on this species is better in the 
south but certainly this is not a 
deterrent in its colder zone 5 or 
protected zone 4 regions.

Don’t forget the other incred-
ible attribute, its bark. This is 
where it beats the hybrid red 
maples. While it’s called lace-
bark which is most appropriate, 
it would also make the perfect 
pattern for a camouflage outfit. 
The bark exfoliates revealing 
shades of orange, brown, gray 
and olive green. Not too many 
trees can match this one in color 
and design.

In the south the Drake is 
among the most popular vari-
eties as it is considered semi-
evergreen. This would be prob-
lematic for the north as it is 
considered cold hardy to zone 
7. Northern suppliers instead 
choose Emerald Isle and Em-
erald Vase in addition to a new 
release called Burgundy.

Once you select the variety 
for your region choose a site with 
plenty of sun. The soil should be 
fertile and well-drained. They are 
not picky about soil pH which is 
great for everyone. Even though 
they are quick to acclimate dig 
you planting hole two to three 
times as wide as the root ball. 
This really allows for the quick-
est root-expansion into the 
adjacent soil. The lacebark is 
considered a fast grower for a 
really quality tree. Normally fast 
growing is in connection with 
inferior short lived trees.

The dormant season reveals 
whether or not we planned 
for form and structure in our 
gardens and the use of bark 
is important. If we choose the 
right trees like the lacebark elm 
we will realize that even though 
they are deciduous they will 
make a dramatic landscape im-
pact in late fall and winter once 
leaves have fallen and the bark 
is exposed. As spring planting 
season rolls around give the 
lacebark strong consideration 
for your landscape.

www.ntfronline.com
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HUGE SELECTION OF CATTLE 

EQUIPMENT AND HAY TRAILERS 
– GoBob is the Largest Independent 
Cattle Equipement Dealer in America 
with top brands like: Arrowquip, 
Pearson, Cowco, Lakeside, Cattle 
Flow and Red Rhino. CALL TODAY!  
1-844-284-4208 or check us out online 
at GoBobRanch.com .

LIVESTOCK

REAL ESTATE

ESTATE BUY OUT-quick cash for real estate 
antiques, equipment and livestock. We pay 
closing costs. Call Josh 940-841-0180 or Sue 
Swint 940-841-2328.                                    tfc

SERVICES

AL SALINAS FENCING-all types of fencing, 
braces, gates, cattle guards, livestock 
shelters, carports, pre-made braces, Apollo 
Gate Openers. 940-577-0878. alsalinasfencing.
com.                                                                 cts

WE BUY USED WINDMILLS-in any condition. 
We also have new and used parts available.
Give us a call, 940-894-3172.                                                             
                                                                      pd 

BUYING-horses, ponies, sheep, cattle, goats, 
all classes of livestock, flatbeds and semi 
trailers. Also guns. Call or text 940-224-1470. 
Pay cash.  

MID-VALLEY HORSESHOEING, INC-Hot, 
cold and corrective, Eric Brown, veterinarian 
references available on request. Showing, 
trimming and plating. Prompt, reliable 
services. 817-690-0924. 

MONTAGUE COUNTY-10.71 +/- acre tract 
on the west end of Ringgold. $150,000. Call 
Scotty Crowley,  940-733-2149. Lone Star 
Realty, www.LoneStar-Realty.com                                  
                                                                      pb

EMPOYMENT

JOB OPPORTUNITY:  RANCH HAND 
WANTED  - We are looking for a self-
motivated, hardworking ranch hand to join 
our team! If you are a self-starter with a 
strong work ethic, capable of working both 
independently and as part of a team, we 
want to hear from you. We are located in 
Decatur, Texas. Key Responsibilities: Working 
with cattle and horses, Operating farm 
equipment, Assisting with seasonal guided 
rifle hunts, Providing guidance on gun safety 
and wildlife knowledge, Contributing to the 
smooth running of the ranch. Qualifications:
Experience with cattle, horses, and farming 
equipment, Strong people skills and ability 
to work well with others, Knowledge of 
gun safety and wildlife, with experience 
in guiding hunts, and a genuine love for 
ranching and the ranch lifestyle. If you 
are passionate about ranching and enjoy 
working in a dynamic, outdoor environment, 
we encourage you to apply! Contact us: 
Waggoner & Sauder/Nine Bar Ranch, JimBob 
Little, 940-393-5853, Jimbob@ninebarranch.
com. Serious applicants only.                  cts

www.lonestar-realty.com
www.affordablefencing.net
www.gobobranch.com
www.ntfronline.com
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PARTING SHOT

By Jelly McClellan

Chalking It Up to the Hawk

PPatiently waiting amongst the trees as rain falls delicately on its feathers. At a swift chance, the hawk dives off the 
tips of the trees to embark on a journey to find an evening food source. 

I watched this hawk sigh at the feeling of rain, bathe itself, and bask in the calm drizzle of the missing piece we’ve 
been hoping for all summer. 
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