
 

Breed type important when raising grass-fed beef 

March 14, 2008 

By ANDREA JOHNSON, Assistant Editor 

Mark Erickson looks at his cow-calf pairs on pasture, and he likes the 
traits the herd is exhibiting. 
 
Genetics can be a real headache for producers finishing cattle on grass. 
 
There are many challenges with raising grass-finished cattle for meat, 
but it starts with genetics. 
 
In early October, Erickson expects each cow to still nurse a calf that is 
more than half her size. Each cow needs a small frame and a deep 
body, and she needs to stay in pretty good condition while raising that 
calf. 
 
He wants cows and calves that mature young. 
 
ά²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŀƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ мΣмлл-1,200-ǇƻǳƴŘ ŎƻǿΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 9ǊƛŎƪǎƻƴΦ ά²Ŝ ǿŀƴǘ 
a mid-frame cow to deposit fat easily. They need to be an English 
Breed - {ƘƻǊǘƘƻǊƴΣ !ƴƎǳǎΣ wŜŘ !ƴƎǳǎΣ IŜǊŜŦƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ DŀƭƭƻǿŀȅΦέ 
 
Three years ago, he purchased a three-quarter Lowline bull. 
 
The first three-eighths Lowline calves came to market this fall. 
 
Selection and breeding decisions he made three years ago have just begun to influence the direction of this 
grass-finishing business. 
 
Transitioning from grain- to grass-finished beef has not been easy, but it's worth the effort, said Erickson, of 
Donnelly, Minnesota. 
 
άhǳǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƎǊŀǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƎǊŀȊƛƴƎ ŀǎ ōŜŜŦ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ 
ƎǊŀǎǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǊŀƴŎƘ ƛƴ ǿŜǎǘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ aƛƴƴŜǎƻǘŀΦ 
 
The Mark and Deb Erickson farm, Boss Ridge Ranch, is located near the southeast edge of the Red River 
Valley in Stevens County. The heavy and fertile soil needs extensive tiling for successful grain farming. 
 
With grass farming, the Ericksons have taken a different approach. 
 

 

Mark Erikson who ranches near the 
southeastern edge of the Red River Valley in 
Stevens County, supplies grass-fed cattle to 
Thousand Hills Cattle Co.     



άIŜŀƭǘƘȅ ǇŀǎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀōǎƻǊō ƳƻǊŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŀǘǳǊŀǘŜŘ ǎƻƛƭǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ 
 
Erickson began moved away from grain production in 1994, when he started to experiment with rotational 
grazing. 
 
He's finished cattle on grass since 1998. Initially, the Ericksons direct marketed frozen grass-fed beef 
products. 
 
In 2003, he met Todd Churchill, owner of and procurement manager for Thousand Hills Cattle Company. 
Thousand Hills Cattle Co. is a privately held grass-fed beef distributor. 
 
The Minnesota-based company began conducting business in September 2003. The Ericksons began 
supplying cattle in July of 2004. 
 
ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ¢ƻŘŘ ōƻǳƎƘǘ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŜΣ ƘŜ ōƻǳƎƘǘ ǘǿƻΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 9ǊƛŎƪǎƻƴΦ άIŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŦƻƻŘ ǎǘƻǊŜǎ 
buying his products. Now he is slaughtering about 20 head a week. His business has grown exǇƻƴŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅΦέ 
 
Thousand Hills Cattle Co. harvests and processes their meat through Lorentz Meats, of Cannon Falls, a USDA 
Licensed Processing Facility. 
 
To sell cattle to Thousand Hills Cattle Co., producers must verify each finishing animal's place of birth, breed, 
age, ear tag number, cow/calf producer, and name and location of the finishing unit. 
 
Each calf must remain on its mother's milk for at least 120 days, although nine to ten months of lactation is 
preferred. 
 
Once the calves are weaned, their diet includes pasture forages with no synthetic chemical pesticides or 
herbicides, and grazed summer and winter annuals. The only supplemental feeds used are flax seed and 
molasses. 
 
All veterinary treatments, vaccines and/or worming treatments must be recorded and available for 
inspection. Any animal treated with antibiotics or growth promotants does not qualify for the grass-fed 
program. 
 
The producers must also verify that humane handling procedures were used in loading, trucking and 
restraint of the animals prior to slaughter. 
 
ά¢ƻŘŘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ƻǳǘ ƘŜǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ȅŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 9ǊƛŎƪǎƻƴΦ άIŜ ŎƘŜŎƪǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 
market ready. He looks at the bull. He tells me what he likes and doesn't like. I value his opinion because he 
knows cattle, and ƘŜ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŜƭƭ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦέ 
 
Today's operation 
 
The Erickson operation includes 260 acres of grassland that are intensively grazed. The farm also includes 80 
acres in soybeans. 
 
There are 44 paddocks on the 260 acres of grassland. 
 



Fencing is minimal - just one or two lines of telephone wire charged with 18,000 volts. 
 
άaȅ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ ŀƴŘ L ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜƳ 
ƛƴΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 9ǊƛŎƪǎƻƴΦ ά²Ƙŀǘ L Řƻ ƛǎ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ scythe, and I keep the grass off it so it's always hot. 
 
άL ƎŜǘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƛǘϥǎ ƘƻǘΦ .ŜŦƻǊŜ ōŜŘΣ L ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƴŎŜΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƴŎŜ 
ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘƻǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǘŀȅ ƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƻ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƳŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦέ 
 
Erickson is a Barenbrug seed salesman. 
 
The 260 acres are seeded to tall fescue, perennial rye grass, Italian rye grass, Alice white clover and alfalfa. 
 
ά²Ŝ ǳǎŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜŜŘ ŎŀƴŀǊȅ ƎǊŀǎǎΣ ƻǊŎƘŀǊŘ ƎǊŀǎǎΣ ǊŜŘ ŎƭƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōƛǊŘǎŦƻƻǘ ǘǊŜŦƻƛƭΣέ ƘŜ ŀŘŘŜŘΦ 
 
The mixture has a relative feed value of about 160. 
 
ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛƴƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ нΦр ǇƻǳƴŘǎκŘŀȅ ƻƴ ǎǘƻŎƪǇƛƭŜŘ ǇŀǎǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ƭŀǘŜ ŀǎ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ 
ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƎǊŀǎǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƎŜǎǘƛōƭŜ ŦƛōŜǊ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƘƛƎƘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƎŀǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀŎƘ нл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΦέ 
 
A fenced-in area around a small grove serves as the sacrifice pasture. The cattle stay in this pasture and are 
fed hay when it is rainy. 
 
ά²Ŝ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǿǊŜŎƪ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀǊŜŀΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿǊŜŎƪ ȅƻǳǊ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǇŀǎǘǳǊŜΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ 
 
Deb's brother, Dave Raasch, recently rented the home farm from their mother, Evelyn. He also applied for 
and received an EQIP grant to set up intensive rotational grazing. 
 
This fall, the family brought in a fencing company. Using a combine converted into a fencing tool, posts were 
pounded in around the perimeter of the 80-acre field. Four strands of high tensile wire keep the cattle in, 
and the set up includes a portable water system to supply 13 permanent paddocks. 
 
The Ericksons supply the cattle to harvest the Raasch pasture. 
 
άaƛƴƴŜǎƻǘŀ Ƙas some of the best grass in the world, when we have normal Minnesota weather - the right 
ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ Ǌŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƻƭ ǎǳƳƳŜǊǎΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 9ǊƛŎƪǎƻƴΦ ά¢ƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ǎǳƳƳŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
finish beef. The animals were uncomfortable because of the heaǘΦέ 
 
Heavy rainfall in September along with plentiful grass and fast cattle weight gains have compensated in part 
for hot weather challenges. 
 
There is much to learn when finishing cattle on grass. Back to genetics, the finishing cattle need to be fully 
mature so they put on fat. The good fat produced by eating a grass diet has correlating good nutritional 
benefits for humans. 
 
The Ericksons purchased some purebred Red Angus heifers from a ranch in western Nebraska. The heifers 
were bred to produce grass-finishing breeding stock. 
 
They also purchased some Registered Shorthorn heifers and some Herefords that will be serviced by 



[ƻǿƭƛƴŜκŎǊƻǎǎ ōǳƭƭǎΦ άLϥƳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ 
 
While the Erickson operation is not organically certified, the Food Alliance Midwest certifies it. This third-
party certification program offers a certification seal that indicates the foods were raised at local farms that 
are environmentally friendly and socially responsible. 
 
There are over 50 certified farms in Minnesota, Wisconsin, North Dakota and South Dakota. All of Thousand 
Hills Cattle Co. suppliers are certified through the Food Alliance Midwest. 
 
Even though Erickson has worked with intensive rotational grazing for about 22 years, he still sees there is 
much to learn. He reads a lot to learn more about the benefits of eating grass-finished beef. 
 
He also studies his own practices to make sure he is maximizing the nutritional value and the quality of the 
products he raises for customers. 
 
ά¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǿǎ Řƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 9ǊƛŎƪǎƻƴΦ ά¢ƘƻǎŜ ǇƻǘƘƻƭŜǎ 
are so hard to farm - ƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ƎǊŀǎǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŦŀǊƳΦέ 

 
Copyright © 2008 The Prairie Star  

 

http://www.theprairiestar.com  

        

 

http://www.theprairiestar.com/

