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A SEnSE oF PLAcE

BIG BLUFF RAncH
By TyLER DAwLEy

fall

Fall is here. Let us celebrate that the heat waves are 
behind us, that the clouds on the horizon aren’t smoke 

plumes, and that rains are almost upon us. I am a bit leery of 
mentioning rain lest I create a jinx. But I am positive that the 
rains will come, maybe not early and maybe not enough, but 
some rain will come our way eventually.

When I start to think about the coming rains, I realize that 
fall is a transitional season. Fall has no real identity of its own; 
spring is the green growing grass, summer is brown grass and 
farmers’ markets, and winter is the time of the holidays, of 
rest and of planning for the next year, but fall has nothing to 
hang its hat on.

The first part of fall feels essentially like summer. We 
use the same grass management schemes as we use for the 
irrigated pasture and the brown rangeland during summer. 
Early fall is just the same. As the days cool off, some of the 
plants will start to have a fall bump in production, but mostly 
no change. The range is still brown, and we still ration to 
make sure we have enough. Of course, that is my opinion; if 
you ask the livestock, they are certain that they are going to 

die of starvation, and they make sure I know it every time I 
see them.

We stay in our summer management scheme until the 
rains come. When that happens, we shift over into our green 
drought management scheme. I call it the green drought, 
because the rains have come and greened up the range, but 
cows quickly realize that it is green, but not much more. 
From diminished temperatures and day length, plants know 
that it is past the time to grow very much. They just green 
up to eke their way through winter in order to explode with 
the very slightest of warming in the spring. So in effect, those 
fall green plants are what the summer dormant plants are—
mediocre-quality feed. However, to get through winter, the 
livestock nibble on a tiny bit of the green feed and fill up on 
the remaining brown feed.

How are our livestock doing this fall? In general, they are 
doing just fine. The cows spent a little more time roaming 
around this summer than I would have liked, but there are 
only so many hours in a day to fix fence. We were a little slow 
working the calves as well. We try to get it done in late June 
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or July, but we didn’t 
get around to it until 
August. That extra six 
weeks of growth is the 
difference between a 
manageable calf size and 
real work. However, we 
had some friends come 
out to help, and they 
shouldered some of the 
work-gotta love people 
who like to help.

Our next big cattle 
task will be to test the 
cows to see if they are 
pregnant. This is a 
critical component of 
our stewardship. A cow 
must breed back every 
year if the ranch is to 
remain economically 
viable. If a cow doesn’t 
produce a calf, then 
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we will have fed her and earned a negative economic return, 
because the feed that barren cow ate could have been fed to a 
nursing cow and her calf. So every fall, we assess our cow herd 
and see who is a productive member of our cow society. We 
also preg check the sheep for the same reason. However, they 
get to wait until mid-December for their day in the corral. 

The sheep have had a pretty successful summer. The ewes 
weaned off a nice set of lambs this year. It is satisfying to look 
into a pen of lambs and see we’ve made good decisions (sire 
selection, lambing date, etc). The wethers have finished well 
despite the water shortages. So I have a freezer full of delicious 
lamb to tempt our customers with over the winter. A leg 
of lamb roasted for Christmas dinner anyone? With a little 
rosemary and garlic rub and young potatoes tossed with a 
little balsamic vinegar and salt on the side?

The five miles of fence I am building, paid for by a wildlife 
conservation grant, still has a bit to be built (hey, five miles of 
fence is a lot to build by yourself ), but the project has grown 
over the summer, helped by a couple of different agencies 
with their own grants to award. In effect, we all are getting 
more bang for our buck by collaborating on a larger project, a 
riparian restoration project.

We have about 2.5 miles of Red Bank Creek that run 
through the ranch. In an ideal world, those 2.5 miles would 
be a thick riparian jungle that would support numerous 
species of wildlife, from neo-tropical migrant birds to yellow 
legged frogs to western pond turtles to black tail deer. In this 
world, our ranch had been grazed for the past hundred years 
and that riparian jungle had mostly vanished. Through our 
good grazing practices, we created the conditions where about 
1.5 miles of the jungle has started to recover. However, we hit 
the limit of what we could do with the range infrastructure 
that we had. We need more fences and more water sources to 
allow the natural regrowth. Natural regrowth is a slow process, 
but we can speed up that process with certain practices.

That is where these other grants come into play. I already 
have the fencing grant approved and the fence almost built. 
But the riparian zone within that fence could use some help 
with bank stabilization and invasive specie removal. To help 
stabilize the bank, we will plant hundreds of cuttings along 
about 1300 feet of the creek. The roots from these cuttings 
will hold the bank in place and prevent future erosion and 
sedimentation. The worst invasive species we have is the 
Himalayan blackberry. It has certain good qualities to it, but 
they are far outweighed by its aggressive growth: essentially, 
it will grow over everything in its path. In order to halt this 
invasion, we will bring in goats to eat it all up. Goats love 
blackberries, and they will relish every little bite of blackberry 
as much as I will relish watching that damn plant get eaten. 
Also, we will design a bird monitoring program to assess the 
quality of the riparian zone as it recovers. In a few years, we 

will have a list of all the birds that use our creek and a graph 
charting the increase in diversity and density of bird species. 
This is a truly exciting opportunity for the ranch and I can’t 
wait to see it all in place.

Excitement abounds on the ranch this year.  My business 
partner’s and my Barbarosa Ranchers pasture poultry 
experiment was the most amazingly yummy success. You 
know how people say “it tastes like chicken” when something 
is bland and rather boring to eat? Well, after eating our 
chicken, that phrase has a whole new meaning; now it 
means “wow, this is fantastic!” So we quickly ramped up our 
production to 500 birds for the year. No matter how fast we 
expanded our chicken numbers, we still sold out. Our farmer 
market customers quickly learned that 9 am is not early on 
market day. So to help forestall the riots demanding more 
chicken, we will ramp up our production to 5,000 chickens 
next year. Yup, that is a big leap in scale, but one we know we 
can handle. So look for us next year in the markets as well as 
stores and restaurants.

Our success with the chickens has gone straight to our 
heads, and now we are experimenting with pasture pork and 
truly free-range turkeys. The pigs are a great deadend host for 
parasites that prey on our cattle, sheep, and chickens. So they 
will be last in the pasture rotation and clean up anything that 
the preceding species may have left behind. Pigs are adapted 
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to that role in nature, which you can taste in the flavor of 
their meat. I can’t wait for your reactions to how amazing this 
meat is. Our turkeys are also going to be amazing. We have 
five that we are going to be a part of our holidays this year. 
Currently, they are hanging out with our family’s laying hens 
and foraging across the irrigated pasture next to the house. 
They will range out pretty far for that succulent little bite of 
something. Next year, we hope to run 50 to 100 turkeys and 
sell them on a pre-order basis.

Even if fall has no place to hang a hat on, fall life on Big 
Bluff Ranch is chaotic, multi-faceted, fast and slow paced at 
the same time, and entirely absorbing and rewarding. Till next 
time. . . .1

Tyler Dawley and his parents Frank and Vicky manage Big Bluff 
Ranch, outside of Red Bluff. They use a thought model known as 
Holistic Management to help them make decisions that honor the 
three bottom lines: economical, ecological, and societal. Under 
this model, they have created a healthy rangeland that supports 
a passel of happy, healthy animals, and they sell their healthy 
products at various farmers’ markets around the northstate. See 
bigbluffranch.com or email grassfed@bigbluffranch.com for more 
information.

When it comes to local foods, 
we’ve got you covered.

629 Entler Ave. #9, Chico
(down from Wood Bros. Carpet)

M – F: 8 – 5, Sa: 9 – 4
530.345.1710   www.CaliforniaHarvestShop.com

Walters Walnuts
TJ Farms

Bordin Bees Honey
CinQuini Farms
Skinner Pecans

Vacaville Dried Fruit
Lodestar Olive Oil

Mountain Fruit Co.
Sierra Nevada Mustard

River West Almonds

Lundberg Rice
RW Knudsen Juice
California Habaneros
Franciscan Coffee
Artois Nut Co.
Duche Nut
Jim’s Jammin’ Jelly
Mooney Farms
Farmers International
Comanche Creek Farms  
                           Vegetables

Ba
sk
et
s Tins

Look for 
our holiday 

kiosk 
at Redding’s 
Mt. Shasta 

Mall


