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Foundation:  Practice good soil-care.  
We think of the soil as an organism 
and work to feed our soil as a 
complex web of life, not as a mine for 
crops.  (See photos at end of newsletter.) 

News and Views:   
 Did you ever wonder about the 

compaction caused by grazing cattle?  

Here’s what Penn State University 

found:  “One of the concerns with 

grazing cropland is the compaction 

caused by the animals but several studies 

have shown that this concern is 

overrated. That is not to say that grazing 

animals do not cause compaction. Their 

hoofs can exert as much or more 

pressure on the soil surface as heavy 

pieces of farm machinery. Nonetheless, 

there are important differences. First, 

grazing animals rarely cause compaction 

below 3-4 inches, while farm machinery 

with axle loads exceeding 10 tons can 

compact the subsoil.”  

https://extension.psu.edu/grazing-crop-

residues-and-cover-crops  

 

 How About Giving Your 

Farmer-Neighbour a Break from 

Constant Criticism 
“Suggestions from some food advocacy 

groups that farmers should ‘set up a farm 

store’ or ‘sell through a farmers’ market’ 

demonstrate ignorance about the realities 

most farmers face (not to mention how most 

Americans source their food). Even if they 

wanted to—and most don’t!—very few 

farmers have an urban population on their 

doorsteps, let alone the additional skill sets 

or training support or the time, extra staff 

and necessary investment so vital for 

success in the direct-sale marketing models. 

As you can imagine, this kind of glib 

‘business advice’ is particularly irksome 

when it comes from people who have no 

experience of practical farming, let alone 

having had to pull a calf from a heifer at 3 

a.m. in the freezing rain. Would you risk 

your family’s livelihood based on advice 

from an organisation that doesn’t have any 

practical farming knowledge, experience or 

proven business expertise in your field?  No, 

neither would I.”  

https://agreenerworld.org/a-greener-

world/walk-a-mile-in-a-farmers-boots/  
 

Editorial Comment: 

I appreciate the tone set by the first four 

paragraphs. "Working with" is certainly 

better than "working against." This is 

another side to things, though: "If you're not 

part of the solution, you're part of the 

problem." I have a great deal of sympathy 

for those who--because of changing times, 

pressures, etc.--are trapped in the high-

chemical, large-machinery, big-bank-loans 

web. I wonder if part of the "solution" is to 

form or maintain strong local organisations 

which have a certain control of their own 

agendas. Thus, a conference on dairy could 

focus less on new forage machinery and 

more on grazing; a commodity crop 

organization could sponsor workshops that 

focus more on soil care and less on 

technological advances using complicated 

computer programs, satellite-guided 

systems, or apps, and more on crop/pasture 

walks with an entonomologist, a soil 

steward, and so on. A local organization 

might also apply for grants that help them 

form mini-corporations or cooperative 

https://extension.psu.edu/grazing-crop-residues-and-cover-crops
https://extension.psu.edu/grazing-crop-residues-and-cover-crops
https://agreenerworld.org/a-greener-world/walk-a-mile-in-a-farmers-boots/
https://agreenerworld.org/a-greener-world/walk-a-mile-in-a-farmers-boots/
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ventures to jointly fund, use, and maintain 

machinery pools. Finally, a local 

organization could begin the process of 

developing a code of ethics to which 

members adhere, keeping each other 

accountable for practices that address public 

concerns, sponsor "open farm" days, notify 

neighbours about when they are spraying, 

and so on, and thus diminish the them-

against-us mindset. 

 
 

 Words from the Past Agricultural 
Professionals 

 

THE MANY-HORNED SHEEP OF 

ICELAND 

   “This is a small variety, with large irregular 

horns, varying in number from two to six, or 

even more, and not turned spirally, but simply 

curved backwards, upwards, or to one side. The 

coat of this species shows a beautiful adaptation 

to the rigours of the climate to which it is 

exposed.  It consists as it were of three layers, 

1
st
, A long coarse hair; 2dly, A thick 

intermediate wool; and, 3dly, A fine close 

interior down.  The head, tail, and the extremity 

of the limbs, are covered with short hard hair.  

The hoofs are long, narrow and irregular, from 

their living so much among the soft snow, which 

scarcely wears them.  Another breed, large and 

white, likewise occurs in Iceland, distinguished 

by the same peculiarities in the form and number 

of the horns.  This has probably been obtained 

by a cross from some continental race.  The 

Icelanders feed their sheep, when the summer 

crop happens to fail, on fish bones.  They also 

observe that their flocks fatten rapidly when they 

can obtain a good supply of scurvy-grass.  Milk 

seems abundant in this northern breed.  Van 

Troil says that each ewe yields from two to six 

quarts a day. . . . “   

  Source:  The Quarterly Journal of Agriculture, 

Nov. 1829-Feb.1831  

 

Comment:  Except for one source (Van 

Troil), it seems to me that the writer is 

reproducing things he “has heard.”  I wonder 

if he has been to Iceland or actually worked 

with this breed of sheep.  It’s sort of like the 

crop scientist who conducts trials of new 

wheat varieties at an experimental station 

but who never has driven the combine or 

walked a whole field of the wheat.  Maybe 

one of our readers who raises Icelandic 

sheep would like to submit their own 

experiences with the breed.   

 Ah, country life, with birds flitting to and 

fro.  And mice. . . lots of mice.  The 

solution:  the cat.   Cats, however, devastate 

bird populations (see article below).  Our cat  

does a great job of controlling mice and 

voles, but—alas—considers a bird feeder to 

be a cat feeder.  During the three seasons of 

the year, we keep Dexterity (the cat) inside 

during daylight hours; this is not much of a 

problem.  With shorter days, however, the 

birds start moving about at 4:00 a.m. and 

continue past 10:00 p.m.    Not wanting to 

encounter an avian holocaust every morning 

we either had to get the cat in about 4:00 

a.m. or else somehow protect the  

birds.  Here is our solution.  The purple 

finch (above) has not been put behind bars 

as if he were a criminal.  Instead the whole 

bird feeder is placed inside a protective wire 

of cheap utility fencing (2” X 4”).    On the 

next page, you’ll see the whole setup outside 

the humans’ breakfast window.  Since 

erecting this protective device, we haven’t 

seen any dissected birds in the garage, front 

yard, or driveway, so we assume it’s 

working.  And now I can call Dexterity into 

the house at my usual wake-up time (5:30-
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6:00 a.m.).  Note:  This solution may not 

work if you have a large number of barns 

and twenty-two barn cats.  On the other 

hand, maybe the cats will eat starlings and 

house sparrows.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Essay:      Cats—Good Pets; Pampered Predators 

 As I prepare to write this column, I have a pet cat, named Cat, sitting next to me on my recliner.  I 

say this to establish my credentials:  I, too, after many years of strong indifference to cats (OK, it was 

practically hatred)  have been converted:  I enjoy pet cats.    

 My credentials need to be established because some of what follows may be critical of cats.  

Criticising cats is perilous.   I remember reading this expression long ago:  "It was as if I had said that my 

favourite drink was hot, fresh human blood, with a dash of tabasco."   

 So, with some hesitation, I say this:  If you care at all for wildlife, your cat should not be allowed 

to run free.  Cats belong in houses, in kennels (more about this later), or on farms—the last with some 

controls, be those controls  implemented by neutering, firearm, or coyote or cage (see photos above).   
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 There:  I've said it.  Cats don't rule the world.  They shouldn't rule your life.  They are 

environmental catastrophes for wild creatures, although perhaps necessary for mouse and rat control in 

certain situations.   

***** 

 Cats are trophy hunters.  No amount of feeding will stop their urge to hunt.  They do not hunt 

with cameras.  They kill small mammals, birds, amphibians, and (rarely) fish.  They are not, however, 

threats to large mammals like cows, horses, deer, great white sharks, moose, or bears.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A photo of the trophy wall of our previous cat (named Cat).  The skull at top was not the result of a feline kill.   

   

 When I saw the statistics of birds killed by domestic and feral cats (feral = "cats living in the 

wild"), I was dumbfounded.  Still, I thought, statistics are sometimes a little inflated, so I took the 

conservative numbers.  Here are the statistics: 

 "Estimates of the number of songbirds killed each year by feral cats in Wisconsin alone range 

from 8 million to 217 million, though the number is actually believed to be around 39 million," 

according to Steven Oestreicher, chairman of the Wisconsin Conservation Congress.   
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Oh, the beloved cat.   
 
Yes, we put a harness on him 
and put him on a leash outside.  
It worked out rather well.  He 
was conditioned.  The minute 
we put the harness oh him he 
would become very docile—like 
he knew he was beaten.  Even if 
the leash was off, he would stay 
close by because he assumed he 
was tied up.  It was wonderful.  
Oddly enough, he could still 
catch birds even while he was 
tied to a tree and did not have 
claws on his front feet.  Quick as 
a cat is very true. 
--sidebar by Jerilyn Gesch  

 

 "The estimated numbers of pet cats in urban and rural regions of the United States have grown 

from 30 million in 1970 to nearly 65 million in 20000. . . . Nationwide [in the U.S.A.], approximately 

30% of households have cats.  In rural areas, approximately 60% of households have cats," according 

to the Wisconsin Society for Ornithology.  When the Wisconsin Conservation Commission proposed 

classifying feral cats as an "unprotected species," there was quite a response.  Although a majority of 

the counties surveyed via public meeting supported the proposal, many people were aghast that under 

the proposal, domestic cats without a collar could be considered wild and unprotected.  Aghast might 

be too mild a word:  "Those cats are no different than someone else's children," commented some 

people, quite loudly.   The Commission responded, "We are not advocating a hunting season. . . . This 

is really to get the attention of the pet owner . . . ." 

 The Wisconsin Society for Ornithology gives a reasoned response to the statistics, in my opinion:   

"Even if conservative estimates of prey taken are considered, the number of prey animals killed is 

immense.  Feeding cats does not deter them from killing wildlife as they do not always eat what they kill.  

Humans introduced cats to North America and they must be 

responsible for the control and removal of cats that prey on 

wildlife."  

 According to one biologist, "Most legitimate 

conservation organizations want elimination of feral cat 

populations, most human and animal welfare organizations 

want 'managed' cat populations and trap-neuter-release 

programs.  As far as I'm concerned, they're non-native 

species once they're feral and no different than zebra 

mussels, house sparrows, or feral hogs, none of which are 

protected." 

***** 

 But what about your suburban cat that you let out 

every night?  Definitely not a feral animal, but still a deadly 

predator and a catastrophe for wild bird populations.  There 

is an alternative to keeping the cat inside all the time (the 

way many apartment cats are kept).  It's simple.  And it may 

prevent the trauma of seeing your cat killed by vehicles.  If 

you have a yard, make a cat kennel. 

 A kennel.  If it's OK for dogs, why not for cats?  My friend, Connie Mann, loves cats, but doesn't 

like to see her pets become part of the pavement of Highway 16 which runs right outside her house.  So 

Connie and Jeff Mann made a kennel for their cats.  A "yard" might be more like it; or a "play room."   

 For more information about cat-kennels, contact the Cats in Kennel Program 

http://www3.samgreen@sympatico.ca or you can view expensive pre-made cat kennels at 

http://www.thecatsden.net/enclosure.html.    
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 But think about a cat kennel.  You can save wild birds, and save your cat so that he/she/it can sit 

by your side as write you an article.  You can even look out the window to watch birds at the feeder 

together.    

***** 

Feature:   

Soil Care  

 

from Build Soil by Robert Frost 
(which is a “political pastoral” and not firstly about agriculture) 
 
 
Plant, breed, produce,  
But what you raise or grow, why feed it out,  
Eat it or plow it under where it stands  
To build the soil. For what is more accursed  
Than an impoverished soil pale and metallic? 
 
To sell the hay off, let alone the soil,  
Is an unpardonable sin in farming. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Three photos showing soil profiles taken from a cattle wallow. 
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A friend once said this to me:  “We have great 

topsoil:  one inch deep spread over a quarter 

section.”  The soil profiles in the photos come from 

Lemieux Creek Ranch and show the topsoil 

improved by grazing over 20 years of careful soil 

stewardship.   
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Definition: 

“Soil aggregates are clumps of soil particles that are 

held together by moist clay, organic matter (like 

roots), gums (from bacteria and fungi) and by fungal 

hyphae. ... Soil pores are the spaces between soil 

particles and between soil aggregates. They can be 

full of air or they can have water in them.” 

 

You can see the effects of oat roots on soil in the 

photos.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


