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Cattle Marketing Investigations at
Portland, Oregon

By

H. A. LINDGREN

and

E. L. POTTER

The object of this study was to determine over a period of months in
what way, if any, the type of cattle being produced by the stockmen of
Oregon could be modified to suit better the needs of the consumer and at
the same time bring more profit to the producer.

The Portland market was studied sixteen times, covering seasons when
cattle were being received from different sections where they had been
handled under various conditions.

The investigator at each visit made a count of the number of cattle
that (I) were in desirable market condition, (2) were too thin to sell to
advantage, (3) were too young, (4) were of dairy breeding, and (5) were
of scrub breeding. A study was made of the outlet for these various grades.
Attention was likewise given to the market and outlet for grain-fed cattle.
The price received for these various grades was also obtained. The num-
bers and prices received are actual figures, while the segregation into grades
was an estimate based on the investigator's judgment, together with that of
men connected with the trade. The total receipts during the time of the
sixteen visits were 40,193.

STEERS
1. It is desirable to make all beef-bred steers as fat as they can be made

on grass or hay regardless of the tinie of year, but especially for the early
summer market. It will be noted from the table that of a total of 16,322
steers received during the sixteen visits, 48 percent or 7281 steers were
in desirable condition for market, and 40 percent or 6535 were too thin for
killing purposes. This percentage varied with the seasons, as will be noted
later. Between the desirable kind and the too thin" kind there was an
average difference in price of 95 cents per hundred. Of the total number
of steers that were classed as too thin, 40 percent were rough and off
quality. These steers, although they showed beef breeding, were such as
do not fatten to advantage. The remainder of these too thin" steers
showed good quality and breeding and would have been desirable market
cattle had they carried from 100 to 200 pounds more meat. The bulk of
these cattle came off of early grass in June, July, and August, but there
was a very considerable number throughout the year. Under certain local
conditions, the marketing of thin cattle was found necessary due to drouth
or lack of feed for later on. In order to have them desirable market cattle
at least 60 days more grass would have been necessary. If this grass was
available, and it was such as would actually put on the gains, it would have
paid the producer to have held them.



TABLE SHOWING NUMBER, PERCENTAGE, AND PRICE OF DIFFERENT GRADES OF CATTLE RECEIVED ON THE -

SIXTEEN VISITS TO THE NORTH PORTLAND YARDS

Desirable condition Too thin Too young Dairy breeding Scrub
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TABLE SHOWING NUMBER, PERCENTAGE, AND PRICE OF DIFFERENT GRADES OF CALVES RECEIVED ON THE SIX-
TEEN VISITS TO THE NORTH PORTLAND YARDS

(J3

Desirable condition Too thin Too heavy
-1

No. % Price No. % Price No. % Price
Beef 1631 53 $1 1.36 768 25 $7.72 648 22 $6.65
Dairy
During this time the average top price for veal calves was $12.36.

1101 48 10.72 669 29 7.34 510 23 6.06 Z

No. % Price No. % Price No. % Price No. % Price No. % Price
Steers 7821 48 $8.28 6535 40 $7.33 998 6.5 $6.66 666 4 $6.31 312 1.5 $5.68
Heifers 3052 46 6.91 2031 30.6 6.35 663 10.0 6.39 716 10.8 5.95 168 2.6 5.33
Cows 5217 42 6.30 4184 35.5 553 2209 20 4.67 311 2.5 3.44
During this time, the average top price for steers was $8.76, for heifers $7.57, and for cows $6.79.
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The accompanying tables (page 4) give the numbers and percentage of
cattle according to kind and condition.

During October, November, and December, 25 percent of the steers
received were too thin to sell to advantage. These steers offered an excel-
lent Opportunity for winter feeding, especially those that had quality. They
brought 95 cents per hundred less money than good steers at that time.
On the other hand, they could have been put in good shape on hay alone
on a margin of 35 cents per hundred per month for the period they were

Fig. 1. A good Steer in desirable market condition. Came to market off grass in fall.

fed. (See Oregon Experiment Station Bulletin 193.) A 60 to 90 days'
feed would have made them worth 95 cents a hundred more on the basis
of quality alone. In addition to that, however, the market normally rises
about 20 cents a month during the winter season, so that these cattle would
have sold for $1.35 to $1.55 more if fattened to a reasonably good killing
condition. This condition is reflected in the fact that these thin steers
usually sell to better advantage to feeders in the country than to killers in
Portland. It should be noted that these steers that were rated as "too
thin" for killing purposes were, on the average, distinctly fatter than the
usual run of feeder steers and could therefore be put in good condition on
a comparatively short feed.

2. Cattle prices are normally highest in the late spring and lowest in.
the fall, but since the cost of production follows a similar curve there is no
advantage in crowding unfinished cattle into the higher-price season. Dur-
ing the past sixteen years, the average decline from July to September has
been 20 cents; during the past four years, 32 cents; and during the year
just past the decline was 50 cents. As will be apparent, this decline in price
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from July to September is less than the average difference of 95 cents be-
tween thin steers and fat steers. In other words, fat steers late in the
summer sold for more than they were worth earlier in the season when
they were not fat. In addition to the difference in price, there is a profit
on the gains made on grass. In tests at the Eastern Oregon Experiment
Station, it was found that where steers were on good grass the price could
be marked down 25 cents per hundred each month. In other words, if a
steer is worth $8.00 a hundred in June, he can be kept to July and sold for
$7.75 at all equal profit. Or he can be held into August and sold at $7.50,
or till September and sold at $7.25, all with equal profit. This is due to
the fact that grass gains are cheap arid rarely cost as much as 4 cents a
pound, even including interest, insurance, labor, and all other items. The
fact, therefore, that the price of steers normally declines through the sum-
mer months does not justify crowding thin cattle on to the market during
the early part of the season. On the contrary, the improvement in the
cattle and the low cost of grass gains make it profitable to hold cattle until
they are fat even though top quotations decline. Of course, shortage of
feed sometimes forces an operator to sell before the cattle are ready, but
such necessity does not render the sale profitable.

The average prem.iunt on grain-fed steers over hay-fed steers wa
only 35 cents, which does not justify the expense of grain feeding. During
the late winter and early spring months, a few loads of grain-fed steers
from Eastern Oregon and Idaho were received. These were smooth steers
carrying a very good finish. The average spread in price on these steers
compared with average hay-fed steers was about 35 cents per hundred,
which, according to tests at the Eastern Oregon Experiment Station, was
not enough to justify the expense of grain feeding. The meat dealers
stated that the limited demand for that class of beef did not justify them
in paying a higher price. This may be due to one of two things: either
our consuming public is not educated to the quality of grain-fed beef, or
they are entirely satisfied that our hay-fed beef is just as good. It has
been shown by the work of the Eastern Oregon Experiment Station that
the difference in cost of production between hay-fed and grain-fed cattle in
the Northwest is greater than it is in the Central States, where grain is
cheaper but hay more expensive and of lower quality.

Young steers sell at a satisfactory price provided they are fat. A
few steers were marketed that were too young to carry a desirable finish.
Others were fat and well covered; these often sold up with the better
steers. Where they were in growing condition, they sold at a sacrifice,
usually about $1.50 per hundred under steers in desirable condition and
50c under steers of heavier weight but thin in flesh. While our plan
called for segregating the young steers that did not sell well, our study
showed that the low price was due to lack of finish rather than lack of age.
On the contrary, a lack of age is no handicap and is even an advantage
provided the steers are fat. The fact remains, however, that very few cattle
appearing on the Portland market at less than two years of age are fat
unless they have had grain in rather liberal amounts. This is confirmed
by the work of the Union Station, which has shown that it is very difficult
to get a range steer fat without grain at less than two years of age.
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There were occasional shipments of baby beef, and they sold well.
There is apparently a growing demand in Portland for baby beef, but this
demand has not been tested with sufficient thoroughness to justify a posi-
tive statement at this time.

Fig. 2. Steers too thin to sell to advantage.

Fig. 3. An inferior steer. It does not pay to hold this kind for longer feeding.

5. Kill dairy-bred bulls at birth rather than make steers of them.. Dur,
ing the period of the study, 4 percent of the steers received showed dairy
breeding. Most of these were out of dairy cows and came from the dairy
sections where some outside range is available. Some also came from sec-
tions where beef bulls had been used on dairy cows, such as might happen
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on any beef ranch where dairy-bred cows are used for milk. These steers
were oftentimes fat, but naturally were rough, shallow-bodied, and low
yielding. These sold on the average at $1.97 per hundred pounds less than
the better grade of steers. It was not possible to obtain the difference in
weight for age between the beef steers and the dairy steers, but the dairy
steers were distinctly smaller. This smaller weight coupled with a differ-

a

Fig. 4. Typical dairy.bred steers. It would pay better to knock these in the head as
calves and put the feed into beef.bred animals.

ence of $1.95 in price would indicate a difference per head of $25.00 to
$35.00. This, in turn, would indicate that it would have been better to have
knocked these dairy steers in the head the day they were born and to have
bought good beef calves at current figures. In addition to being unprofit-
able in themselves, these dairy steers are a distinct damage to the beef
market.

The percentage of so-called scrub steers, excluding the dairy steers,
was small, amounting to but 1a percent. These were off quality and
grade, and such as carried very little covering and produced very low
quality beef. While there is an outlet for the cheaper grade of beef, it
does not bring a profit to the producer, and is a very inefficient machine
for producing beef.

Light steers weighing 950 to 1150 pounds are most sought after. It
was quite noticeable throughout this study that lighter steers are in great-
est demand. Heavier cattle often sold up well, but it was usually a special
circumstance such as a light run or an unusual demand that influenced the
price paid. It seems safe to say that as a general rule the smaller the cattle
the better they sell providing they are fat.

HEIFERS
Heifers sell to better advantage than thin and low-grade steers.

During the period of this study, 46 percent of the heifers received were in
desirable condition. Good heifers were in demand, and they sold as a
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rule within a dollar and a quarter of the prices received for steers of the
same quality. They almost always sold more readily than thin steers.
The heifers in desirable condition brought on the average 42 cents less
than thin steers, although they were considered more desirable beef.

Of the heifers 30.6 percent were too thin for market. These sold at a
sacrifice of 56 cents a hundred under the heifers of better condition. This
margin would have justified fattening on grass but not hay or grain.

Ten percent of the heifers received were quite young, but as in the case
of the steers, indications are that this did not handicap them provided they
were fat. In thin condition they sold for 52 cents per hundred less than
good heifers but 4 cents more than thin older heifers. It seemed a sacrifice
to sell these good young heifers where they are needed more in the breed-
ing herd for replacing old cows, and their value should be placed on that
basis rather than on a meat value.

In the heifer class, 10.6 percent showed dairy breeding. These were
mostly out of straight dairy-bred herds. They sold for 96 cents less than
the good heifers. There were a small number that were classed as scrubs
because they showed entire lack of breeding and were of very poor con-
formation. This kind brought 62 cents per hundred less than dairy-bred
heifers.

Fig. S. Good beef cows in desirable condition, off of grass in the fall.

COWS
A total of 11,914 cows were received, of which 42 percent were in desir-

able condition. Cows always sell very well on the Portland market. There
is a good outlet for cow beef of all classes in the retail trade and the log-
ging camp trade. The latter prefer large cuts of cow beef for roasts. A
great deal of the cow beef is used by restaurants. This class of beef seems
to have a better outlet than the lower grades of steer beef.

8. Make all beef-bred cows as fat as they can be made on grass. It is
a question if it will pay to fatten them on winter feed. Of the beef-bred
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cows, 35/ percent were too thin to sell at the best prices. These were
cows that in many cases were brought in with a calf at side and sold in
suckled down condition. This happened mostly during the periods be-
tween June and August and in October and November. During that time,
the receipts of cows were greater in proportion to steers than at other sea-
sons of the year. These thin cows found a very ready market at all times
at 77 cents less per hundred than the cows in desirable condition. Where
a cattleman is fully stocked or has cull cows to dispose of, the practice of
selling them with the calves off of grass seems to be a logical one. Where
feeder steers are scarce and high in price, some stockmen are feeding these
thin cows to advantage. The spread in price between thin cows and cows
in desirable condition, however, is not as great as between steers of similar

Fig. 6. Cows too thin to sell to best advantage.

grades, and from the standpoint of a market for hay, the steers offer the
better opportunity. There were two periods when the percentage of thin
cows was unduly large. The first period was in the early summer. Appar-
ently producers were rushing cows to market before the summer decline
in price. As with steers, there is every indication that it would have been
more profitable to hold these cows on grass until fat, even though sold
on a lower price level. The second period when thin cows were especially
abundant was late in the fall. These were apparently cows that the owners
did not care to winter. With an average difference in price between fat
and thin cows of 77 cents, it would not appear that much would have been
gained by holding and fattening them on winter feed.

9. Discarded dairy cows should be sold as soon as possible and no ex-
pense put on them.. Dairy-bred cows made up 20 percent of the total cow
receipts during the time of the visits. This seems to check closely with the
total figures over a period of years. In comparison with their value, this
grade of cattle sold to better advantage than any other offered on the
market. Practically all of these cows were culled from the dairy herds
and were received in greatest numbers during the late fall and winter



Fig. 7. A typical dairy cow such as make up a considerable percentage of the receipts
during the winter and early spring months.

There were 2.5 percent of the cows that were classed as scrubs. These
brought an average of $3.44 per hundred, or a little more than a dollar less
than dairy-bred stuff. These were such cows as showed very little yield,
were shallow, and lacked breeding. Since dairy cows and scrub cows seem
to bring all they are worth at any time, no changes in marketing are recom-
mended. While the fatter dairy cows bring more money than the thinner
ones, the margin is not sufficient to justify fattening except where grass
is abundant and unusually cheap. Feeding tests at Corvallis have shown
that it takes the same feed to fatten a cow as to fatten a steer, while our
market studies show that the margin between a fat steer and a thin steer
is much greater than that between a fat dairy cow and a thin dairy cow.

CALVES
The receipt of calves at North Portland was heaviest during the fall

months, and through the early winter months. Idaho furnished a very
heavy calf run during January, February, and March.

10. Market all calves before they pass 200 pounds in weight. Our
studies show that the average price for the good calves weighing not more
than 200 pounds was $11.36 per hundred pounds. The calves that were
too thin sold for $7.72 per hundred, or $3.64 less. Heavy calves weighing
250 to 400 pounds brought on the average $6.65 per hundred or $4.71 per
hundred less than vealers or calves in the desirable weight class. This
heavy class comprised 22 percent of the beef calves offered.

CATTLE MARKETING INVESTIGATIONS ii
months. They came from the Coast Region, from the Willamette Valley
points, and from the irrigated sections. These cows weighing in the neigh-
borhood of 900 to 1000 pounds sold within $1.60 of good cows. The de-
mand was always keen for this class, and they were usually the first ones
sold during the day's sales.
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During the grass season, the percentage of beef-bred calves that were
in desirable condition for market was higher than when the cows were on
dry feed. This, of course, is natural. When the cows are on grass they
are milking more heavily, and consequently the calf puts on more fat.
Whenever the feed dries up or the cows drop off in milk, the percentage of
thin calves is greater. The best prices were paid for the light veal, or calves
weighing not more than 200 pounds live weight, and in good condition.
For the beef-bred calves throughout the period, 25 percent were too thin,
mostly coming during the winter months. Let us consider just what that
meant. A 200-pound vealer brought $22.72. A 200-pound thin calf brought
$15.44, and a 300-pound calf brought $19.95. The good 200-pound vealer
brought $7.28 per head more than the thin kind and $2.77 more than a 300-
pound calf.

Fig. 8. Good calves weighing less than 200 pounds. The kind that bring the best
price on the market when in desirable condition.

Good dairy calves sold within 64 cents per hundred of good beef calves.
The percentage of thin and heavy calves was practically the same for dairy
as for beef throughout the period. Twenty-nine percent of the dairy calves
were too thin and 23 percent too heavy. The same relation to milk produc-
tion applied here as with beef calves. It was noticeable that during the
grass period, when the milk flow was the highest, the percentage of thin
dairy calves was less than when cows dropped off in milk.

CONDITION OF SEASONAL RECEIPTS
The tables that follow give the estimated percentage of the grades of

cattle and calves at the time of each visit. These tables show the variation
in condition of cattle received at different seasons. It will be noted that
there was a higher percentage of thin cattle during June, July, and August,
which would indicate that there is a tendency toward crowding them to
market before they are ready.



PERCENTAGE OF VARIOUS GRADES OF CALVES RECEIVED DURING THE
SIXTEEN VISITS TO THE STOCKYARDS

RECEIPTS BY ZONES
11. The variety of territory tributary to Portland makes it possible for

the producers of each zone to market their cattle at the season when they
can make them the fattest with the least expense. Under these conditions,
no large changes in the time of marketing are desirable. It is, however,
highly desirable to have a better adjustment of the week-to-week shipments,
as was attempted by the Oregon Cattle and Horse Raisers' Association.

Date
.05
53
CS

C.;

o
H

so

5,

o
H

so

. a

C

.
5

oe

5.0 ..
a. oCSH

5,
.ba
C

.3
F 33 0

be
C
C
0
5,

o
H

5,

a
C

.0
C

u

Jan. 4, 1926 644 22.2 5.6 5.6 2.2 56 18 22 3 55 15 15 13
Feb. 1,1926 50 35 9 5 1 35 35 28 2 50 35 4 10 1

Mar. 20, 1926 50 40 5 3 2 50 20 28 2 48 10 25 15 2
May 17, 1926 75 15 5 3 2 60 10 25 5 60 10 5 20 5
June 14, 1926 40 50 7 2 1 40 50 8 2 40 35 15 8 2
June 28, 1926 25 70 3 2 ... 25 65 9 i 23 60 10 4 1

July 26, 1926 10 80 9 2 1 30 59 10 1 35 30 25 8 1
Aug. 2, 1926 13 77 3 5 1 38 52 10 1 25 60 5 8 1

Aug. 16, 1926 20 65 10 5 .... 44 40 15 1 40 48 ... 10 2
Sept. 13, 1926 40 45 10 5 1 60 25 15 1 75 10 5 10 1

Nov. 15, 1926 55 30 10 4 1 25 50 20 5 45 25 15 10 5
Nov. 29, 1926 60 25 5 5 5 20 50 25 5 35 25 10 25 5
Jan. 10, 1927 75 10 5 5 S 60 20 15 5 70 15 5 7 3

Feb. 14, 1927 75 10 5 5 5 50 20 25 5 75 10 5 5

Mar. 28, 1927 75 12 5 5 3 65 10 25 2 80 7 .... 10 3
Apr. 18, 1927 65 24 5 5 1 60 25 10 5 .... 50 .... 40 10

Beef Calves Dairy Calves

Date
Desirable
condition

Too
thin

Too
heavy

Desirable
condition

Too
thin

Too
heavy

Jan. 4, 1926 43.1 6.5 40
Feb. 1, 1926 75 10 15 90 5 5
Mar. 20, 1926 35 40 25 25 25 50
May 17, 1926 50 10 40 50 20 30
June 14, 1926 90 5 5 25 50 25
June 28, 1926 50 35 15 50 35 15
July 26, 1926 60 20 20 30 30 20
Aug. 2, 1926 50 30 20 50 30 20
Aug. 16, 1926 50 35 15 50 35 15
Sept. 13, 1926 50 30 20 50 30 20
Nov. 15, 1926 45 30 25 45 30 25
Nov. 29, 1926 50 30 20 40 40 20
Jan. 10, 1927 50 25 25 50 25 25
Feb. 14, 1927 25 25 50 40 40 20
Mar. 28, 1927 60 30 10 50 30 20
Apr. 18, 1927 60 25 20 50 25 25

S leers Cows Heifers
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The heaviest percentage of dairy cows and heifers is shown during the
winter and early spring months. When the grass is good on the farms,
the cows are milking their best and fewer are found on the market. The
highest percentage of calves in desirable condition is shown to be during
the spring months when milk flow is at its best.

PERCENTAGE OF VARIOUS GRADES OF CATTLE RECEIVED DURING THE
SIXTEEN VISITS TO THE STOCKYARDS



Jan. Fob Man Apr. May June July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Pea

Fig. 9. Graph showing cattle shipments received at North Portland, 1926, by zones.
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12. The Portland market needs 2500 cattle a week to satisfy the de-
mand. It is quite noticeable that when the number of cattle received is
less than that number there is an active trade. The cattle sell out early
and at better prices than when there are more. On the other hand, when
the Monday supply exceeds 2500 head of mature cattle, the trade is slow
and buyers do not seem to be able to handle them, and usually the price



RECEIPTS OF CATTLE IN PORTLAND, 1926, BY ZONES

Zone Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May June July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec.
Western Washington and Western Oregon including Klamath county 417 123 140 203 332 367 1029 1680 454 520 149 282
Central Oregon, Jefferson, Crook, Deschuts, and Lake
Sherman, Wasco, Gilliam, Wheeler, Morrow, and Unsatilla

1797
888

1148
946

1343
890

1502
601

1339
2698

1106
2902

2354
2743

1796
3742

483
1107

990
690

1030
671

1301
599 C)

Harney, Malheur, Grant, Baker, Union, and Wallowa 3144 2409 3778 927 926 1563 2327 5236 4787 3728 3529 2411
Idaho 2608 2741 4438 5455 4014 887 740 1686 1654 2608 2678 2714Washin8ton, east of Cascades 166 231 170 174 788 1143 628 463 411 166 206 283
California 1169 983 127
Montana 169 213 248 135 162 95 169 1129 547
Canada 69
All other states 84

71

z

RECEIPTS OF CALVES IN PORTLAND, 1926, BY ZONES
C)

i-i
z

Zone Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May June July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec.
Western Washington and Western Oregon including Kiamath county. 17 12 13 24 40 31 134 426 84 71 24 20 '-1

Central Oregon, Jefferson, Crook Deschuts, and Lake 139 93 50 64 155 83 164 232 91 174 82 59 I)
Sherman, Wasco, Gilliam, Wheeier, Morrow, and Unsatilla
Harney, Malheur, Grant, Baker, Union, and Wallowa

76
263

60
91

45
319

34
80

194
292

301
335

260
339

344
652

298
557

116
317

144
388

89
164 H

Idaho 768 843 784 530 537 365 292 245 681 768 638 590 0
Washington Cast of Cascades
California

49 13 10 12 102 56 80 70 32 49 70 18
to

Montana 10 34 4 10 106 6
Canada
All other states



received is not so good. Hence, it is a logical idea to practice orderly
marketing.

Through the cooperation of Mr. C. L. Jamison, market director of the
Oregon Cattle and Horse Raisers' Asociation, data were obtained as to
the source of all cattle received during 1926. These data are shown in the
tables on page 11. In these figures will be noted a marked tendency
for the peak shipments from the various zones to come at different times
of the year. For example, the beginning of the year finds the larger part
of our cattle coming from the feed lots of Eastern Oregon and Idaho. By
April, the Oregon feed lots are pretty well cleaned up, but Idaho is coming
strong. May sees the last of the feed-lot cattle and the early-grass cattle
from California and the Columbia basin. Midsummer brings heavy runs
from both Western Oregon and Central Oregon. August and September
bring the big runs of grass cattle from the Blue Mountain counties. This
run continues on into the fall, supplemented by heavy runs from Idaho and
by some late grass cattle from Montana. Fall season, however, sees but
few cattle from Western Oregon or the Columbia basin. In this way there
is a quite satisfactory distribution of cattle throughout the year.

SUMMARY

It is desirable to make all beef-bred steers as fat as they can
be made on grass or hay regardless of the time of year, but especially
for the early summer market.

Cattle prices are normally highest in the late spring and low-
est in the fall, but the cost of production follows a similar curve so
that there is no advantage in crowding unfinished cattle into the
higher-price season.

The average premium on grain-fed steers over hay-fed steers
was only 35 cents, which does not justify the expense of grain feeding.

Young steers sell at a satisfactory price providing they are fat.

Kill dairy-bred bulls at birth rather than make steers of them.

Light steers weighing 950 to 1150 pounds are most desired.
=

Heifers sell at better advantage than thin or low grade steers.

Make all beef-bred cows as fat as they can be made on grass.
It is a question whether it will pay to fatten them on winter feed.

Discarded dairy cows should be sold as soon as possible and
no expense put on them.

Market all calves before they pass 200 pounds in weight.

The variety of territory tributary to Portland makes it possi-
ble for the producer to market his cattle when they can be made the
fattest and the cheapest. =

An average of 2500 cattle per week satisfies the demand at
Portland.


