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“Swimming in Grass” 

2011 was marked by many references to water.  

Flooding, drought, The Chesapeake Bay TMDL (Total 

Maximum Daily Load), funding streams, the water cycle, 

riparian buffers and proverbs like, ‘When it rains it pours’, 

‘A flood of tears’ and ‘Trying to keep your head above 

water’ all contributed in some way to this year’s emotional 

grazing season.  It’s a reminder after 6 years of 

employment, the more things change, the more they stay 

the same.  The benefits and advocating for healthy 

perennial grasslands and grazing management in helping 

cover the soil has far reaching effects for our 

environmental, financial and community well-being. 

I appreciate being able to serve Madison County 

landowners and also a network of graziers and agency 

professionals from Maine to West Virginia through my 

work with the Conservation District, The Upper 

Susquehanna Coalition, The AEM Program, The Central 

New York RC&D Council, The Madison County Grazier’s 

Group, Northeast SARE and the many media professionals.   

This annual newsletter is a reminder of the diverse work 

that we all do on behalf of our natural resources.  For my 

part on the district team, everyday is a learning experience 

in “Meeting farmers where they are” while being pragmatic 

in planning and implementing grazing system components 

and educational initiatives. 

To tell you the truth, installing fence posts, wire and 

concrete are only part of the story to local conservation.  

My connection with fellow farmers and agency folks run 

quite a bit deeper than that.  This year has certainly tested 

the resolve of the human spirit and humbled me as I waited 

in long lines at several funeral homes to pay my respects 

and write sympathy cards; witnessed the incredible flood 

damage and determination to keep going; listened to 

presentations on the emotionally charged pollution diet and 

hydro-fracking and sat at farmer’s tables who were 

contemplating selling-out.  I guess it goes with the territory 

to live and work in a rural community. 

One telling incident 

reaffirmed for me, 

the resiliency of 

hope, as the holidays 

bring families 

together.  It’s the 

miracle survival for 

my friend, and 

customer, Mike 

Furner, who was involved in a horrific tractor-trailer 

accident. Upon seeing the mangled truck, I honestly 

thought there would be another funeral. 

When I visited Mike to bring him some farm-related 

reading material, he was chair bound with many broken 

bones but it didn’t temper his enthusiasm to get back on his 

feet and back to work.  To me, this looked like a very long 

endeavor.  But thanks to his awesome wife, family, friends 

and some great people from the American Legion, he 

defied what was possible and joined us 

(walking) at our winter pasture walk at 

Dave and Suzie Taylor’s farm.  Talk 

about inspirational and emotional! 

I can only hope that I have instilled 

this kind of inspiration and motivation 

in my work here at the district as pay 

back for what I have overwhelmingly 

received from this community.   

Thank you and Happy Holidays.                                

The Grass Whisperer 
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“Jamie of all Trades” 

Jamie Hart of the Madison County Planning Department, who has 

been on the job since December 2010, has added some diversity to 

the office by working with the Madison County Soil & Water 

Conservation District Grazing Program on creating farm maps 

specifically tailored to grazing system management charts used by 

local farmers.  

These on-farm resources complement work she does for the county 

on smart growth initiatives, developing climate change action 

plans, geographic information system mapping systems and 

helping towns and villages with land use issues. 

“I find applying the GIS mapping tools as a way to help farmers 

plan their grazing operations, enjoyable and interesting,” Hart said.  

She has received many accolades from local graziers:  “It has been 

an invaluable tool coupled with the grazing chart.  I think our 

organic certifiers will really like seeing the layout, the plan and 

what we have done in the past.  Thank you.”—Steven Hershberger 

In addition to her work with farmers, she is passionate about 

Vermiculture and home composting. 

Paddling with The Expedition Chesapeake Project  

The Expedition Chesapeake Project will be anchored by a large-format   

3-D movie that will feature scenes from some of the watershed’s 64,000 

square miles, home to 17 million people in Pennsylvania, Maryland, New 

York, West Virginia, Delaware and Washington, D.C.  

Animal Planet star Jeff Corwin joined the rowing crew including the 

Upper Susquehanna Coalition team on Otsego Lake hooked up to a video 

camera and microphone practicing the script balancing on waves.  

Corwin, who hosts “Corwin’s Quest” and “The Jeff Corwin Experience” 

on the Animal Planet cable channel, won an Emmy Award in 2004 for 

“Jeff Corwin Unleashed,” a nature series aimed at children.  

 Hey, I’m gonna be in 

a movie.  Cool! 
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Peterboro, N.Y.—“We really enjoy showing everyone around 

the farm and seeing the positive effects of a pasture-based 

farming system”, said a welcoming Steven Weaver from 

Weaver Family Farm to 40 farmers traveling from Rochester to 

Boonville to attend the New York Northeast Organic Farming 

Association’s field day.  According to Bethany Wallis, Organic 

Dairy Education Coordinator for NOFA-NY, “These meetings 

provide a venue to share knowledge among farmers, learn more 

about implementing organic grass-based dairy systems and help 

build a strong membership from the soil up”. 

It was this symbiotic relationship between soil biology, pasture 

plants and grazing animals under the watchful management of 

the Weaver family that folks appreciated delving into.  Steven began the pasture walk by describing the goals 

of the farm:  “To be economically viable, work as a family and leave the land better than they found it. For us, 

an organic grass-based dairy is the centerpiece to achieve this goal.” He showed fellow farmers his grazing 

monitoring chart and pointed out that his old permanent pastures gave him a consistent three pounds of milk 

per cow more than his 3 year old seedings of orchardgrass, ryegrass and clover. 

As the group looked for clues on the land for this increase in production, they found an active biological soil 

coupled with diverse perennial plant mixtures and learned about different grazing techniques, including out-

wintering, over seeding, intensive grazing (65 cows/acre/12 hours) and following up the herd with horses and 

poultry.  “I think it’s a combination of factors from deep rooted forbs, earthworm castings 

feeding plants, rest and the pulsing of the roots by grazing animals that leads to a 

successful pasture system that provides us feed until Thanksgiving” said Steven. 

The healthy and productive swards were complimented by a ‘gateless’ system of PVC 

poles lifting the wire for the cows to walk under into the lane, gravity flow watering to 

every paddock and a very successful homemade sticky cow to catch face flies.  Steven also 

gave a tour of his milking parlor and bedded pack barn which is crucial to nutrient 

retention in the winter and overall herd health.           

He described his many strategies in using bedding 

materials, adjusting air flow with barn curtains and 

learning about the nuances of composting which he said, is a real art. 

The day was highlighted by fellowship surrounding a smorgasbord of local 

food made by the Peterboro Amish community, cheese and milk from 

Organic Valley Family of Farms topped off with a cornucopia of pie 

choices and ice-cream (of course) to benefit the Siloam Springs School.   

This pasture walk was supported by New York State Grazing Lands 

Conservation Initiative, Organic Valley and the Madison County Soil and 

Water Conservation District.   

 

NOFA-NY comes to the Pastures of Madison County 
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Posting Another Busy Year     

It didn’t matter if you were building a fence around a pasture, to exclude cattle 

from a stream, deter animals and people away from a manure storage or to 

keep animals on a heavy use area, the Madison Co. SWCD/USC post driver 

continues to be a valuable piece of conservation equipment for farmers.  

 “Thanks to the district, I was able to make the necessary changes to my fence 

without breaking the bank.                                                                                   

I greatly appreciate your help and support.”—Matt Volz 
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Grazing Planning Continues to 

Improve with Practice 

The District in conjunction with the Central 

New York Resource Conservation and 

Development Council, Inc. are piloting 12 

month planned grazing charts with several 

inspired farmers around the Bay and Great 

Lakes Watersheds.  This daily monitoring tool 

adopted from Holistic Management 

International that hangs on a door, seeks to 

improve decision-making on individual fields, 

record rainfall and animal production factors, prevent over-grazing, extend the grazing season and provide 

historical data for long term profitability.  To date, over 150 charts have been distributed in various forms in 

an effort to learn how farmers use them and how to improve their functionality.  They can be purchased for 3 

dollars/copy.  To find out more give the office a call.   

The Sixth Consecutive Award for Local Conservation 

For the sixth consecutive year, Madison County’s Soil and Water Conservation District was recognized for its 

media and tradition of outreach efforts by the New York State Soil & Water Conservation Committee and the 

NYS Department of Agriculture & Markets as part of a comprehensive Agricultural Environmental 

Management Program (AEM) in New York State. This year’s installment was predicated on being at the right 

place at the right time and capturing the beauty of the region on film.  The district has garnered the “Best 

Photos in the News” award for their wide array of over 30 photos  featured and published in local newspapers, 

national magazines and on-line.  Also, in recognition of the quality of articles and expert-source quotes with 

especially well articulated sound-bites on tough issues like the Federal TMDL requirements. 

“It’s an honor to have this recognition bestowed upon the district by Commissioner Aubertine.  It demonstrates 

the commitment and support of our local community to conservation efforts”, said Madison Co. SWCD 

Chairman, Doug Holdridge.  
Jennifer & Olivia Wong at the 2011 Tree Sale 

A Baby Fawn at 

Maple Ave Farm 
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Congratulations to Endless Trails Farm on receiving the 2011 Madison County 

Conservation Farm of the Year Award 

The Grazing Library is Open 

The Grass Whisperer has a myriad of books that are on loan to 

many farmers in the area.  Its gonna be a long winter!  I also 

have a collection of back issues of the Stockman Grass 

Farmer, Graze magazine, Acres-USA, Pasture Talk and other 

periodicals related to grazing and sustainable agriculture. 

Here’s just a few offerings available:   

Malabar Farm by Louis Bromfield                                

Thoughts and advice from an old cattleman by Gordon Hazard 

Water for every Farm by PA Yeomans                                      

No-Risk Ranching by Greg Judy                                        

Management Intensive Grazing by Jim Gerrish                        

Grass Productivity by Andre Voisin                                            

The Omnivore's Dilemma by Michael Pollan                               

The Art of Commonplace  by Wendell Berry            
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Teaming up for Water Quality 

The Upper Susquehanna Coalition and Madison County SWCD administered, planned, 

designed and implemented Ecosystem Based Management (EBM) Funds piloting a New York 

State Conservation Buffer Initiative on local grazing farms in the Upper Susquehanna Basin.     
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            Before and After Construction 
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Northeast SARE Fosters Grazing Training for Agency Professionals and Farmers 

2011 marks another season for 42 grazing professionals 

throughout the Northeast coming together to learn more about 

building relationships and helping farmers set goals, plan, 

implement and monitor towards profitable holistic grazing 

management.  This 3 year project led by Troy Bishopp working 

with a team of coordinators from NY, PA and VT have been busy 

teaching the practical nuances of planned grazing using a variety 

of tools and approaches including a “milk-house door friendly” 12 

month monitoring chart.  The groups also teamed up this season 

with local farmers to “throw some darts” and learn about 

biological reading of the land to measure the results of different 

grazing management strategies.  These continued evaluations are 

part of the project’s goal to help agricultural service providers 

meet farmers where they are to increase on-farm profitability, improve soil health while measuring quality of life issues.  

We thank the many farms that opened up their land and minds to these intense training sessions.   

Comments from participants include:  “These sessions energize me”, “I appreciate your holistic approach to a grazing 

plan: incorporate all land, not just pasture acreage; consider all possibilities and tying quality of life, financial, and 

environmental benefits together”, “It was very beneficial to have farmers there talking about their experiences.  I enjoyed 

learning the tools and their effects--not what is ‘right and wrong’, and seeing a real live grazing plan in action”,  

“Biological observations/monitoring gets you right where things are important”, “I learned lots of little tid-bits that will 

help me be more practical and knowledgeable in my approach.  I found that following the chart and getting down and 

really looking at the soil surface and under the vegetation helped me”,  “I thought that holding the training with the 

farmer was excellent and what this was all about”,  “In my opinion, field training is best, so I think this was great!”   

A participating farmer added, “Through this planned grazing project and one on one consultations with our agency 

professional we have saved over 6000 dollars in feed costs by strategically monitoring our rest periods and stockpiling 

pastures into December while keeping manure on the land and actually planning and then taking a family vacation.  The 

planning tools have revolutionized our operation.”  To learn more about the tools and project go to:  www.cnyrcd.org/

planned-grazing-participants. 
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Diversity of Jobs 

 

Tree planter 

Water system installer 

Fence Builder 

Animal Behaviorist  

Barn           

Raiser 

Researcher 
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Making Grass Angels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Canastota, NY—As the lake effect band of 

snow hovered twenty miles north, thirty 

hearty graziers braved a frigid west wind 

while giving up the morning’s deer hunt 

and Christmas shopping on a quest to see 

and discuss winter grazing strategies at 

Dave and Suzie Taylor’s, Thistle Dew 

Beef Farm. 

The cold, surprisingly sunny day devoid of 

snow cover in an area the locals call “The 

banana belt of Madison County” was no 

deterrent for man or beast in being out on 

the stockpiled pasture.   

The day was also made a little warmer 

with New York Beef Farmer Cooperative 

Inc., Project Manager, Bee Tolman and 

Chairman Paul O’Mara announcing the 

group had secured $250,239.00 as part of 

Governor Cuomo’s Regional Economic 

Development Council initiative funding to 

the Central New York Regional Council to 

assist in start-up operations of the 

cooperative in Madison County and launch 

a meat CSA.  “We’re going to be looking 

for more producers to fill the customer’s 

local need”, said Paul. 

Dave welcomed the farmers and gave a 

brief history of their grazing experience:  

“Four years ago we would have scoffed at 

the idea of grazing this late into the season 

because we used to start feeding hay in 

early October due to overgrazing.  That 

was until we caught the rotational grazing 

bug, got a grazing plan and were 

introduced to the benefits of portable 

fencing via the conservation district’s 

beginning grazier fence kit.  These tools 

plus monthly mentoring have 

revolutionized our land and cattle 

management”, he concluded.   

The 90 acre grass farm with its 46 head of 

cows and calves has averaged 50 more 

days of grazing for the last three years 

since adopting planned grazing and 

learning to stockpile fields around August 

10th which has saved them over $2500 per 

year in hay savings.   

The grazing group discussed the animal 

number to acres needed ratio, for making 

this work.  “People say you can graze 

around one animal unit (1000 lbs.) to one 

acre for the season, but to make this 

extended grazing system work for us and 

make hay for winter we shoot for around 2 

acres per animal on our soils,” commented 

Dave. 

As the graziers staged around the pasture, 

Dave and Suzie made feeding cows look 

like child’s play by reeling up the polywire 

between the old grazed off paddock and 

the luscious 3rd cutting standing grass in 

less than 30 seconds.  “Now that’s what I 

call a labor savings”, said Suzie. 

Questions from the audience of snowbirds 

ranged from determining the right size 

paddock, how to plan for stockpiling, what 

were the contingences for bad weather, 

pugging the soil concerns, quality of the 

forage meeting the animal’s needs and 

health concerns with relation to Johne’s 

disease from feeding on the ground.   

Credit their management style of moving 

daily with not having as many issues as 

discussed.  “Since we move them every 

day we notice the little things and make 

quick adjustments according to what we 

see with the animal’s condition and how 

we want our land left for spring.  It takes 

some practice and patience, when the 

neighbors look at you a little funny 

sometimes”, said Dave. 

So what 

knowledge did 

farmers gain 

from the un-

orthodox 

winter 

grazing?  

Jonathon Ling, 

Farm Manager 

from J&D 

Farm commented, “I needed to see this 

practice in action.  I went home with a 

formula (250lbs. dry matter/inch/acre) for 

calculating the feed in my fields, even in 

the winter!”  

“I got some validation that there are no 

steadfast recipes when farmers bring 

different scenarios to the table and that you 

gain wisdom by doing.  I also saw how 

important water placement and back-

fencing is in reducing pasture damage”, 

said Matt Campbell of Ridgeville Farm.  

Karl Palmer from Sugar Daddy Ranch 

added his own synopsis, “I can appreciate 

Dave and Suzie’s enthusiasm to share 

money saving ideas with us.  It motivates 

me to do a better job on my own farm.  

And having coffee and Christmas cookies 

on hand didn’t hurt either.” 

Dave and Suzie summed up their winter 

grazing hosting role:  “We wanted to show 

others what’s possible in saving money, 

growing healthy cattle and pastures, 

feeding local markets and reducing 

erosion”. 

This gathering of winter grazing 

knowledge and Christmas cookies from 

Troyer’s Country Store was supported by 

the Madison County Soil and Water 

Conservation District, The Finger Lakes-

Lake Ontario Watershed Protection 

Alliance, The 

Upper 

Susquehanna 

Coalition and 

the NYS 

Agricultural 

Environmental 

Management 

Program. 
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6503 Wes Rd.  Hamilton, N.Y. 

13346  (315) 824-9849  

www.madcoswcd.com 

All programs and services of the Madison County Soil and Water Conservation District and the USDA-NRCS are offered on a  

nondiscrimination basis, without regard to race, color, national origin, religion sex, age, martial status or disability.  

From the Grazier’s Eye 


