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“But this is of a total different sort.” He ranches near Van Horn, Texas, not far from
When COVID-19 entered mainstream Mexico — an area with less than 12 inches (in.) of
consciousness, it brought market and supply-chain  rain an average year — a sure sign he’s an optimist.
disruption the likes of which most have never seen. Just out of college, Means started ranching in
“This is on a grand scale, and 1 don’t think 1974, when his dad passed away, leaving him to

Angus Journal June 2020




P —— -

. 1-‘.‘-_ - ‘ﬁ—.-—
b
r,fl'

([

L
e
. R

sees adversity as a gfeat tea
persori'has made some b1g

_..J..m- éuf“péoplébeforekus 3 sgys the e§t oint, Neb,, cattleman You ]ust hax;ed. -

 endured thef’harz'lsﬁ and c droughts and no money, to
the who Ale situation. I v wasn 't going to be the one’ 3 '
~ that’s going to quit.” () L qt, or tlmes when weather intervened in
In the years that followed, Means made ~ economics the same way an Angus breeder rattles
adjustments to his dad and grandpa’s plan. P off historic bloodlines. Since 1960, this has been his -
'He boug};f'i'd&*upnal ranches to spread out  career and his life.
environmental risk. Hefeb_ullt in the good years and “We love it,” he says.
sold down when impossibly dry years hke 1997 and Although digital records give hlm easy access,
’98 rolled around. Knobbe often prefers the printed chart that spans
“You can’t change a drought. You can’t make it his office wall. It’s a 52-week rolling average for
rain. You can’t change this market, and we can’t do finished cattle prices, and it’s not just history — it’s
anything about this virus,” he says. “We just have to ~ data that can be applied in real-time.

Continued on page 22
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RESILIENCE continued from page 21

TALK TO A PERSON THAT
ISN'T COMPLAINING,

“You need a guideline. When you drive
somewhere, you look at the gas gauge. You look
at the heat thermometer, the oil pressure. We
don’t check the oil pressure enough with the past
markets,” he says.

Even today, when some market influence doesn’t
compare to an event in the past, Knobbe looks for
patterns and ways to apply logic.

“When you're on a sports team, just because
you're behind at halftime, don’t lose your cool,” he
says. It applies here. “If you panic, you can’t think.
You've got to control your emotion.”

‘Go the extra mile’

“You've got to have a plan,” Nichols says.

He had a front-seat view of the 1980s Farm Crisis,
and that heaviness mixed with the personal tragedy
of losing his brother, his best friend and business
partner in 1982. If Nichols took a souvenir from that
chapter of life, it’s the mindset, “plan for the worst,
but hope for the best.”

Applied this year, that’s why the breeder split up
his crew and cancelled in-person meetings to reduce
risks of catching and spreading the virus in March.
He watched the market crash begin and called
his banker to secure additional credit, just in case
those bulls in the bull barn didn'’t sell. And then he
did what he knows best: he took care of those who
depend on him.

“You have got to go the extra mile, now and in the
foreseeable future,” Nichols says.

That goes for his employees, whom he considers
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family, and his bull buyers, whom he considers his
greatest asset.

“As a seedstock producer, you're going to do
about as well or as bad as the customers you sell
your cattle to, and the customers I'm selling my
cattle to are going to have some rough times for a
year or two.

“Let’s make damn sure they're able to get through
it because the cattle are good enough.”

Just as much hope as | ever had’

It was right before Christmas when the call came
in the early evening — Borck’s 2003 story probably
starts like many others — “Lee, they found a BSE
cow and it’s going to get ugly.”

The market went limit down day after day.

“We were scared as hell,” he says. “We hedge most
of our product most of the time, but the fact of ...
how do you buy back? How long is this going to last?
Is it going to be permanent demand destruction that
we're looking at?”

Those are hard questions, and the answers aren’t
easy when you're living them. They’re the same hard
questions cattlemen are asking now.

“Yes, 1 was emotional, but there wasn’t a damn
thing I could do about it,” Borck says. “It had already
happened. We just had to start measuring what the
impact was going to be, and how we could offset
that risk that was coming.”

This 2020 situation is vastly different, but he’s
approaching it the same: “You have to be realistic
with yourself as to what you can do and what



DOING SOMETHING RIGHT."
—HARRY KNOBBE

you're unable to control and try to make the
decisions that way.”

He takes stock of the improvements made in
product quality, takes heart in the creative problem
solvers already addressing future challenges.

“l have just as much hope as 1 ever did,” Borck
says. “1 think we’ll come back. We've always had the
best protein product out there.”

It’s that confidence that keeps cattlemen
constantly pushing ahead.

‘That gives me optimism'’

In Montana this April, they'd already backed off
their planned amount of food and lined up extra
people to work the phones. But when a spring
snowstorm came in the day before sale day, Doug
Artnzen looked out from the ring to a crowd less
than one-fifth of the usual.

The rhythm of the day seemed different. There
were fewer conversations between neighbors and
friends, and most of the seasoned generation opted
to stay home.

“My grandkids didn’t even attend. So it definitely
took a toll on the feel of the sale,” he says.

But nearly 100 people tuned in online, ready to
invest in the future of their herds.

That attitude, being nimble while looking
forward, saw most in his country through the ’80s
interest-rate frenzy and the drought years of scarce
grass that immediately followed, Arntzen says.

“People just had to change their strategies and
what they could buy. They had to cull and keep as

much quality as they could,” he says.

Arntzen and his brother operate Arntzen Angus
Ranch with his three sons and a nephew. Seeing
the next generation pick up the reins in their own
business and in others across the region — “that
gives me optimism,” he says.

MOVING FORWARD

The ability to remain hopeful in the face of
hardship: is it a mastered skill? Learned behavior? A
genetic tendency?

“The older you are, the more of these disasters
you experience. You never get accustomed to
them, but you react differently than what you do
when you're younger, because they’ve never seen
it before,” Borck says. “You get over it and start
looking for a way out of it.”

Perhaps it’s a trait the ag community has in
greater abundance, because often there’s no other
choice. Or perhaps it’s because moving forward
from unforeseen challenges is more fun than
looking back on them.

The grass is growing in south Texas — a sign
Means won't take lightly this year.

“l have a strong faith and 1 think that plays a great
part in it all,” he says. “We have wonderful friends
and neighbors and we just know we're going to get
through this, one way or another.”

That’s resilience.

Editor’s note: Look for more #AngusFamily Moving Forward stories
like this in upcoming issues of the Angus Journal and online at
www.Angus.org/MovingForward.
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