
Though a tradition for the Simmons family, raising Angus isn’t what it used to be.

B Y  J A N E T  M A Y E R

 has been a way of life, a family tradition for the Tom Simmons family of Franklin,
 The original Simmons homestead was built the year before the Civil War started, three

years prior to West Virginia becoming a state. Located near the south branch of the Potomac River, family
members lived in the house and farmed there for the next 125 years,

The homestead was sold after the death of Tom’s Aunt, but the sale of the farm didn’t end the farming
tradition for Tom and his family. His father, Edwin, was an Angus breeder until shortly before his death
this past summer. Tom and his wife, Nancy, own and operate Glenfield Farm, located several miles from
the homestead.

Introduction to Angus
A third-generation Angus

breeder, Tom enjoys recounting
his family’s history and how his
grandfather bought his first
Angus cattle. At the time, black
cattle hadn’t been introduced
into their area of the state.
Tom’s grandfather, his father
and an uncle were farming
together. The operation bred
some crossbred cows and
calves, mostly Hereford-
Shorthorn, and fed steers.

“It was about 1940 when my
grandfather bought a
commercial Angus bull and
several heifers from a breeder in
Virginia,” he says. “They made
the first part of the journey, as
far as Harrisonburg, by train.
From there, the small herd
joined a number of other cattle,
and all were driven by men on
horseback across the steep
Shenandoah Mountains to the
Simmons farm near Franklin.

“When my grandfather
drove those first Angus across
the mountains by horseback, I
was just a kid,” says Simmons.
“We used horses to drive the
cattle to pasture.” A lot of the
cattle that were finished on
grass in the area were driven by
horseback to the train in
Harrisonburg, he adds. From
there, they were shipped to
Baltimore.

Tom says the operation used
only commercial females until
the mid01950s, but they did use
some purebred Angus bulls to
breed them.

“I wish we had kept up with
pedigrees on those first bulls,”
he says. “After my father’s death
this past summer, we went
through some of the old papers
and found that he had bought
purebred bulls as far back as
1948.”

The move to purebred
During the 1950s, Tom and

his sister, Carolyn, both 4-H
members, showed steers at a
cattle show in Petersburg. He
placed third in the junior show
and fourth in the open show.
Realizing that the commercial
steers they were showing were
larger than most of the
purebred cattle they were
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competing against, he and his
sister made the decision to each
purchase a purebred Angus
heifer.

They attended a dispersal
sale at Cavalier Farms, Luray,
Va., in 1956. An Angus  fieldman
directed them to a pen of
smaller-type heifers, he recalls.
“Having been on the judging
team, I picked out what I
thought was the best heifer. I
paid $145 for a Blackbird heifer
with little-bittie short legs. My
sister paid $147.50 for the heifer
she chose. I really thought I had
something,” he adds with a
laugh.

Throughout Tom’s years of
high school and college, the
family’s purebred herd grew in
size through the purchase of
additional purebred Angus cows
and the use of purebred bulls.
All heifer calves were kept to
help build the herd.

Tom married Nancy while
attending West Virginia State
University, where he earned a
degree in animal science in
1967. Afterward, Tom took a
job working for a beef cattle
operation in Virginia. Feeling
that their roots were still in West
Virginia, in 1969 the couple
purchased a farm a few miles
from the Simmons homestead.
For the next 10 years, Tom
worked in Virginia while his
father farmed the acreage that
Tom and Nancy had purchased.

“There were a lot of changes
in the cattle industry during
that time, and working in other
operations was a real learning
experience,” Tom says. “I can
remember when I suggested to
my dad that we use artificial
insemination (AI) to breed our
cattle. It wasn’t too long after I
had graduated, and AI was
something relatively new to
him.” Tom says his dad wasn’t
real convinced it would work,
so he only let them inseminate
five cows the first year. Those
breedings resulted in three
calves.

“The next year we used AI
on a larger number of cows,”
says Tom. “From that time on it
has been the major part of our
breeding program.”

Tom and Nancy moved back

to the area in 1978 to farm in
partnership with his father.
Their family had grown to
include daughters Tammy and
Karla. A few years after the
move, Whitney was born. The
couple built a house and moved
onto the 189-acre farm they
named Glenfield.

At first, Nancy taught school,
and Tom worked as a
distributor for ABS Semen
Service in the eastern part of the
state and in a few counties in
western Virginia. After several
years of overly long days, Tom
quit his outside job to devote all
his time to running the farm.

Over the years, the operation
has grown to include another
700 acres of leased land, about
150 bred heifers and cows, and
50 ewes.

Current objectives
“My main objective has

always been to have easy
fleshing cattle with good
udders,” says Tom. “Daddy
always said we should stay in
the middle of the road in
breeding our cattle, and I think
he was right. We have always
looked for a moderate cow that
will do good on grass.

“In a drought year, if you go
through your herd, you can sure
sort out your best  cattle," he
adds, “because they are the ones
that have raised a calf and still
have good condition.”

In the past, young females
from the herd were sold as bred
heifers or cow-calf pairs. During
the last few years, Tom has been
keeping them to put back into
the herd and selling the older
cows instead. By this method, he
hopes to achieve his main
objective of producing
functional cattle that will do well
on silage, grass and hay without
creep-feeding the calves.

The herd has basically been
closed since 1983, with all new
genetics introduced into the
herd through AI. About 85% of
the calves are sired by AI bulls.
Four or five yearling bulls from
the herd are used for cleanup.
Tom credits Traveler and Rito
bulls for helping build the herd.

CONTINUE0 ON NEXT PAGE

S E L L I N G  A N G U S
MARKETING for Tom Simmons purebred herd is done mostly
by private treaty. The one exception is the West Virginia Beef
Expo Sale, where he usually sells two cow-calf pairs, with the
calf being a heifer. The Franklin, W.Va., cattleman reasons this
puts more breeding power into a purchase, which most
breeders like. And that leads to satisfied customers.

Most of the purebred Angus calves are fed as bulls. Tom
says he doesn’t feel he can accurately pick the best at 3-5
months of age. About 40 of the best bulls are sold off the
farm each year. A small amount of advertising is done in the
local newspapers, but Tom attributes his good market to word
of mouth and repeat customers.

“Right now we are having a hard time filling bull orders
because of repeat customers,” he says. "We sold out early
this year and could easily have sold another 12 or 15 bulls.”

Most of his customers are small, commercial breeders
with 20-30 cows that live in a 50- to 75-mile radius of their
farm, he says. “They are basically looking for a black calf
with a medium frame that weighs as much as possible, If you
aren’t selling a black animal, you are talking a 12- to 15-
cent discount, especially if the animals are red or spotted.”

One of his best customers has been a group from
Romney, W.Va. The group is pooling and preconditioning their

calves as an alliance. Tom hopes to be able to get some
carcass information back from them.

Two years ago, Tom and two other breeders, Samuel
Ellington and Darrel Puffenbarger, started an on-farm bull test
at Ellington’s farm. They tested 65 bulls last year; 59 are on
test this year.

"We got real successful and sold all of the bulls,"  Tom
says. The fact that almost all the bulls were Al-sired created a
lot of interest, he adds. The bulls were also semen-checked
and ultrasounded to determine backfat and marbling.

The bulls were fed silage, corn and protein for a 3-lb./day
gain. The actual gain was 3.07 lb., with the top bull at 4.00
lb./day, Tom explains, “We are feeding them not to be fat, but
to grow them enough to go out and be in good condition to
breed.”
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