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Ranching in Lakeview
Ranching is Lakeview’s primary industry. Ranchers, however, are not the town’s chief bread-winners. Ranching is tough work. Depending on the season, you could be on the job pretty close to twenty four hours a day. Many ranchers have said they are not in it for the money. It is more of a lifestyle, if not an “expensive hobby,” as one rancher’s wife put it. Lima Lipper (my key informant), a 30-year part-time rancher who recently moved to work on the ranch full-time, says that “it’s just a way of life.” Indeed, it is a tough but personally rewarding endeavor with few chances for monetary gain. Last year, Lima admits that he lost about $25,000 because of falling beef prices. 
Lima runs what is called a “cow-calf operation,” which is typical around the area. Such operations include mature cows and a smaller number of bulls to keep the population breeding. Whatever calves are birthed that year will eventually be sold.  This is how a cow-calf operation generates income. 
Kris Kolger is from a family of city folks. His migration back to the country to start from scratch is quite rare; people often go the opposite way, moving to live in the city instead. Kris runs a fairly large operation, owning about 3,300 acres of land and renting about 2,800 more. In comparison, Lima owns about 160 acres, and is currently leasing another 1,000 more from his father and brother.

Although every rancher has his or her own methods of raising cattle, most ranchers follow the pattern of moving them to a different pasture ground every summer and winter, branding the calves when they are a couple of months old, and growing alfalfa to dry for hay to be used to feed their cattle during the winter. Kris explains his operation:

The calves stay on their mother til they’re approximately nine months old, and then we wean them and sell them after that. So we sell weaned calves every year, that’s our income, from them. And… we have a long winter here so we have to feed hay to the cows in the winter time. And then about February or March they start to have their babies, their new calves. And by middle of April or first of May, the grass is coming and so the cows go out and they’re on pasture and then we run ‘em in this area here. We also rent another 2,800 acres that’s a little bit to the west…they run all on this ground until… about the first of July is when we go up to the forest. And so now they’re up in the forest and they’ll stay there until the first of October. And then they come home, we wean the calves, and… we… what we call process the cows. You know, we give any shots that they get on an annual basis, preg. test them… any open cows [i.e., non-pregnant ones] we generally sell and then… they’re just grazing on these meadows and… until the snow flies and… we gotta start feedin’ them hay. And then the cycle starts all over again.
All the calves on ranches are branded when they are young. The reason is not so much due to cattle rustling, explains Lima, but that you don’t want to get your herd confused with your neighbors’ because they do sometimes run off and start mingling. That is not to say, however, that cattle rustling does not exist around here; just that it is a rather rare occurrence.

Calves can be branded anywhere on the body, but most ranchers like to go for the hip. Steers (as opposed to heifers) are also castrated using rubber bands that are tied around the testicles (a process called laceration). Some ranchers still do the whole process the old fashioned way: riding horses, roping the calves, using brute strength to hold the cows down, and then sticking them with a hot iron. Others prefer a gentler method of using a calf table (a large machine that clamps the cow down and tips it over to one side) and to hold the cows steady. Lima prefers this method because, as he explains, “if you get the wrong kinda guys on the horses that stretch the calves [it could] hurt ‘em.”  While the calf is being pinned down, it is also given certain shots to vaccinate them against certain common problems, such as pneumonia, black leg disease, and selenium deficiency (in Lima’s case).
I must admit that I am an avid meat-eater with a strong stomach. But watching little cows suffer under the searing hot stick of iron resulted in a culture shock. To see the little calves run around, trying to hide from the cowboys and cowgirls on horseback, the whole operation looked like a really, really bad game of tag. And the smell of it all – burnt hair and hide – was quite indescribable. 
It used to be that a lot of people in the city still had a lot of relatives in the country. Nowadays, most urbanites are very far removed from their rural counterparts. As a result, no one really knows what the cowboys are up to. In the country, events such as branding are an occasion for family and friends to get together. “Everybody’s got a job,” Lima explains.

The busiest time of the year is when the cows give birth (often during the winter). In order to avoid any complications, the cows are checked on every couple of hours throughout the entire period. And seeing as how that is quite impractical for one person, son-in-laws usually have to be the ones to step up and help mom and dad. Belle, Lima’s daughter, says:

We help… I try to help a lot in the day and Opper [Belle’s husband] sometimes will go. Right before bed he’ll go or in the morning before he goes to work and then during the day we’ll try to let dad sleep a little bit so we’ll go help him check a couple times.
This is also the time to check to see if ones breeding decisions had been accurate. Breeding is a complicated process and it makes for costly mistakes if one does not know what one is doing. The topic, however, is a little bit more in depth than this paper can deal with.
During the summer, ranchers have to keep up with changing sprinklers (to keep their alfalfa well irrigated). For those that have the giant pivots that soak the fields by themselves, this is an easy job. Lima, unfortunately, he still works with line sprinklers (he runs two parallel ones on his 80-acre field) that he has to push (with the help of a motor) by himself twice a day (usually at 5 in the morning and then 6 in the evening). “It’s like milking cows, you can’t get away from ‘em,” says Lima. Whether or not he was complaining when he said it, however, is still undecided.
Lima took me out to see him work once. It was very peaceful and he allowed me to listen to “the nothing.” Lima enjoys his solitude, so it could be argued that he likes coming out here everyday just to enjoy the silence. Once again, it all goes back to the job doubling up as a lifestyle.
I asked Lima to describe to me a really hard year he has experienced while ranching. “We’re in it,” he replied. This year, ranchers agree, has seen one of the worst droughts this area has experienced. What has happened, as a result, is that nobody is able to get enough hay from their fields to feed their calves. This, in turn, means that they have to either buy more hay from other operations, or sell off their cows early because they will not have the means to feed them. If everybody does the former it will be a good economic year for those that farm hay exclusively (if they have managed to keep up with irrigation). If everybody does the latter, however, that would mean that the calf market will be flooded and prices will plummet. It is largely a guessing game, but Lima thinks that prices might drop by around 30% this year. “Well… like I said… we’re gamblers,” Lima said, with a tone of humbleness to his voice.
Most ranchers here go to auction yards to sell off their calves. And even though the situation has improved since past years, which Lima described as “legalized thievery,” ranchers still are not getting the best money for their cows.  He attributes this to an unspoken rule among buyers that they will not go above a certain price. This makes it frustrating for the sellers because they do not know exactly what their income will be like until the end of the year. And when your entire year’s earning is based on a day’s worth of sales, it makes planning a bit difficult.
Recently, however, a new system has become quite popular, the video auction. Ranchers can have a representative of the auction yard come and document their cows, the videos and pictures will be presented to potential buyers elsewhere and the cattle will bid on remotely. The benefit is that once the bid is made, the price stays. This, in turn, makes the rancher’s job much easier. It is pretty much a “planning tool,” said Mon Mulber, the wife in a ranching couple that has been working together for 34 years. Through this system, Mon and her husband have had their cattle sold to buyers as far away as the Midwest and as nearby as California and Oregon.

Recent climate change has not gone unnoticed by those that work on the land. However, most people here do not believe in the possibility of a man-made global warming. “The winters have been awful easy now… so that the trend is… less severe winters… and whether that continues or not… who know, you know? We might just be in a… cycle,” said Kris Kolger.
Ranchers in this country (and the word “country,” when said around Lakeview, often meant “region,” not “nation”) tend to regard themselves as stewards of the land, somebody who looks over and cares for his or her prized possession. In their eyes, they are the best caretakers that the region could have, constantly renewing the food supply and keeping the land healthy. To a certain extent, they could be called environmentalists. However, the word here has some very negative connotations. That word, whose meaning is unclearly defined, is linked, in this region, to what some would call liberalism.
There is a distrust of the government among small farmers and ranchers here. They believe that those in power have no idea what it is like to work on the land, yet the make decisions every day that affect the lives of those who do. Those “liberals in Salem,” as Lima once put it, do not have a good reputation in Lakeview. Often everyone has some sort of story to put down those in power. Lima tells of a story about how Bill Clinton once said that the American cattle-guards have to undergo more training. Cattle-guards, are, unfortunately, inanimate gates put into the ground to prevent cows from leaving a defined area. To this day, these contraptions have yet to be re-educated. Though funny, stories such as this (whether true or not) only serve to distance the people of Lakeview from their leaders. Although he is a registered Republican, Lima has long abandoned his idealistic view of either party in control.
The most recent, and also most devastating, event in Lakeview had been the discovery of spotted-owls in the forest. Quickly after the declaration that the spotted-owl was an endangered species, loggers in town were forced to give up their job because the woods were effectively off-limits. The three lumber mills which had run day and night dropped to one which only operated part-time. The population of Lakeview, in a period of four or five years, halved from approximately 5,000 people to just under 2,500 today. “It ruined a lot of lives,” said Gayle Godric, wife of a former logger and rancher. Thus “environmentalism” is here often associated with ignorance and red-tape.
Today, the spotted-owl population has risen, but Lakeview’s economy remains stagnant. Gayle Godric says, “Well the cowboys and ranchers around here aren’t really happy with them environmentalists. In fact I think my husband wrote a… poem about that that was quite popular… and a little derogatory.” So even though both groups strive to keep the earth sustainable, they clearly have very different ways of going about accomplishing that task. This also leads to difficulty defining problems such as pests and how to deal with them. Those who ranch here often resort to killing animals that invade their fields and cattle, such as coyotes (pronounced “coy-yotes”), cougars, badgers, squirrels, and even birds that poop excessively onto their truck beds.

People in this part of the state are meat and potato eaters. Ironically enough, even among ranchers, most of the meat that they eat is not local (and neither are the potatoes). Beef is raised everywhere on the outskirts of Lakeview, but most cows are sold to feedlots, en route to being slaughtered. Due to the geography, people here do not often eat fish. Vegetarianism is rare and veganism is non-existant. In fact, one could say that there is a slight hostility towards vegetarians. The first question our two professors were asked by Estelle, Kris’ wife, was “are you vegetarians?” It probably was not a typical greeting, but nevertheless, it captured the spirit of the area well.
Ranchers, including both Kris and Lima, complain that the government has been doing a horrible job supporting the local economy. They say that by importing cheap meat from foreign countries (another of those terms that sometimes do not sit well around Lakeview), they are putting the local ranchers in a bind that they might not be able to get out of in the future.

Ironically enough, when shopping, neither Kris nor Lima buys locally. It must be admitted however, that Lakeview does not offer much in the local department. Nevertheless, most people here do not eat Lakeview cattle. Lima’s wife, Fran, objects to eating their cows because she simply does not like the taste. This has also influenced his children’s taste in the meat he raises. They now go to town to get what they want instead of going to a local rancher. But, as Lima conveniently puts it, “Happy wife, happy life! So you tell ‘em to go to the store. It ain’t worth the hassle.” 

To get back to the problem of governmental restrictions, recently, a new system called C.O.O.L. has been considered but delayed several times. It stands for Country of Origin Labeling and it would require all the livestock sold to be tracked back to where they were born and raised. The proponents argue that by doing this, consumers will have a chance to buy all-American meat and thereby, show their preference for such products. However, who is to say what is American and what is not? Would cows raised in America for the last few weeks of their lives be considered American? And who can guarantee that the consumers will go for American meat at all? The ranchers around here are wholly against this idea. Kris Kolger’s argument is that if they can not keep track of a few million illegal immigrants, how are they going to keep track of livestock that are many times that number? Even though this is not a perfectly sound argument, he does make a point that C.O.O.L. is a rather impractical activity.
It has also been argued that C.O.O.L. will be used to try and combat diseases by tracking down their sources quickly. But many ranchers, including Lima, believe that diseases such as BSE (Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy, more commonly known as Mad Cow Disease) are not caused by ranchers.  Rather they believe that BSE happens in feedlots where the cows are made to eat what they are not supposed to.

When asking community members about the fate of ranchers and farmers in the area, the answers were mixed. Most ranchers and their family members complain about the horrible prices and the terrible weather (especially with the drought that has been going on). Others outside the circle, however, remain oblivious, even though they see and talk to some of these people every day.  Some believe that the ranchers are doing well enough.  Lisa Hanseder said,
 I don’t know of anybody that is having a hard time. You know, this has been a really difficult season, and I am sure you are going to be here at a time when you will see and hear people pulling together for those two ranchers and whatever happens down the road. Everybody is concerned for their neighbors.
Some believe that the ranchers are having a hard time.  Samantha Ferris said, “I think we are losing the history, the way they ranchers interacted with the community. I think that is going to be lost.”  Others, like Ted Manson, know that ranching is a game of chance.
Farming and ranching is an up and down business. I call it the business of managing debt. I haven’t delved into their finances or anything like that of course. It is a risky business. When the market is down, they struggle. And anything that increases the cost of production makes them struggle. Fuel cost is one right now. Environment constraints is another one. I assume most of them, I know just from my own experience growing up it is a management of debt.
Susan Kemper echoed this sentiment.

Um… I think that like anywhere, farming and ranching definitely has a, ya know, ups and downs to it, and it’s very cyclical and, you know one year prices will be up, and the next year they will be down.
Some were completely clueless to the ranchers’ fortunes.  Angela Ramirez said, “Well not much because we live in town we are very close here, like 4 blocks down and don’t have a very close relation with the ranchers or people from the Westside.”  Heidi Slahor said, “How do I think they are doing here? I haven’t a clue. I really don’t. I mean I talk to them and they think it has been dry this year. Last year they said it was wet, but what does that mean? I don’t know.” 

The dilemma lies in the fact that in order to make a good living, one needs a vast herd of cattle and an even large piece of land to feed them. However, assuming that one were to have enough capital to procure such numbers, it is impossible to work land that size on one’s own and so money is spent on hired hands.
Ingrid Idleman, a local school cook commented, “if you’re…wanting to buy cows they’re too high but if you want to sell ‘em it’s too low!”  In the end, it is not at all about how much money people make, even if they complain about the prices. Ranching has always been a lifestyle in this part of the country and I suspect that the residents here will try to keep that tradition going no matter what.
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