
Running a small herd on a small Iowa spread, the Schmalenbergers
rely on optimum forage production, quality Angus cattle

and a concerted family effort.
by Troy Smith

teve and Nancy Schmalenberger
represent the fifth generation of
Steve’s family to operate their

Webster County, Iowa farm. Dubbed Cen-
tury Acres in 1968, when the family cele-
brated 100 years on the land, the
Schmalenberger operation is located near
the community of Vincent.

This is the heart of corn and soybean
country. Corn and beans grow on Schmal-
enberger land, but Steve and Nancy also
pursue a small, successful registered An-
gus business.

It’s very much a family endeavor with
the Schmalenberger’s daughters Sara
and Anne playing active roles. A common

interest in raising cattle prompted the
family to shift its primary emphasis to
seedstock production during recent years.
They haven’t been sorry. Maintaining 30
head of registered brood cows on 70 acres
of forge-producing ground, the Schmalen-
berger cattle operation is profitable. Some
may wonder how they do it.

When the fertile farmland in this part
of Iowa can easily cost $2,000 per acre, how
can one justify anything but row crop pro-
duction? Steve Schmalenberger says it re-
quires optimum production of forage from
the limited acreage, plus optimum return
from the cattle sold. He admits that a com-
mercial cow herd might not work, but a

seedstock operation can make money.
Steve’s interest in Angus cattle dates

back some 35 years. He acquired his first
Angus heifer as a youngster and never
outgrew his love of the cow business.
Steve did find a new love in Nancy, whom
he met while both were attending Iowa
State University. The couple married in
1970, and returned to the farm. It wasn’t
long before Nancy shared Steve’s interest
in cattle. In fact she became skilled at just
about any job that needed to be done.

“Nancy turned out pretty good for a
Chicago girl,” says Steve with a grin. “She
runs a four-wheel drive tractor and a
computer with equal ease.”



The Schmalenberger daughters
took an early interest in Angus cattle and
have become show ring veterans. Sara
started exhibiting cattle in 1987, at age
10, leading a class-winning heifer. That
successful first trip to the winner's circle
was a preview of many to come for Sara,
now 16, and Anne, age 13. Early show
ring success prompted the girls’ parents
to take stock and alter the course of the
family operation.

"We had stressed performance testing
of our cattle since 1968,” says Steve, “and
we could see how some show ring publici-
ty was going to help the marketability of
our seedstock. But we also saw how the
Angus business was something our whole
family could be involved in, together.
Nancy and I really liked the idea of hav-
ing the girls be active in the cattle busi-
ness with us. We knew that it wouldn’t
last if we couldn't make it pay.”

In 1990 the Schmalenberger Family
redirected its emphasis toward Century
Acres Angus and the production of perfor-
mance seedstock. That meant they would
no longer personally handle the cultiva-
tion of the farm’s 1,400 row crop acres. In-
stead, neighboring farmers share-crop the
Schmalenberger fields allowing more of
the family’s time to be devoted to the cat-
tle business.

The redirection did not call for expan-
sion of the cow herd. It did, however, call
for greater emphasis on quality and a
hard look at optimum use of the land.
Winter feed was no problem with ample
corn stalks available. To get the most
from 32 acres of permanent pasture and
about 38 acres of supplemental hay
ground, Steve devised plans for increased
production of forage.

“I can generally run a cow-calf pair per
acre, on pasture,” says Steve. “I try to look
at total tonnage of forage produced on our
pasture and hay ground combined, rather
than animals per acre. Our permanent
pasture is bromegrass and the hay
ground is a 50:50 brome and alfalfa mix-
ture. We shoot for annual production of
five tons of forage per acre on both pas-
ture and hay acreage. To get that kind of
tonnage and still maintain nutrient quali-

ty, we utilize a high-fertility program.”
Their hay acreage receives a split ap-

plication of fertilizer. Steve applies an 18-
46-150 rate of nitrogen, phosphorus and
potassium in late April. Then, after the
first cutting is taken, he’ll come back with
another 150 units of potassium.

That is applied as a dry granule fertil-
izer. On the pasture the early fertilization
is applied at the rate of 80-46-150 (N-P-K).
In late August or early September Steve
will go back with 10 gallons of liquid nitro-
gen plus one pound of 2-4D per acre, ap-
plied as a spray. That will yield about 30
pounds of nitrogen per acre and good weed
control.

"The total cost of fertilizing all of our
forage producing ground comes to $50 per
acre. If you figure the average rental val-
ue for this area is probably around $125
per acre, and if we are getting at least five
tons harvested per acre, then I figure the
cost per ton of forage (including cost of the
land) is about $35. I think that’s in line
with practical standards,” says Steve.

Steve says he might be applying potas-
sium at rates higher than necessary, but
when using a high stocking rate, the

added potassium helps keep forage
stands from thinning.

“I learned that from making mis-
takes,” he adds. When we get thin areas,
we inter-seed those spots using a planter
rented from the Soil Conservation Ser-
vice. And periodically we’ll inter-seed the
whole pasture. Using the rented equip-
ment really helps keep the cost  down."

Even with an economical program for
forage production in place, the Schmalen-
berger Family needs to make every ani-
mal count. To realize a profit, each calf
must yield a premium over the commer-
cial market. Effective merchandising has
helped the family achieve that goal.

“Merchandising is a family project for
us,” says Nancy. “Having our girls show
the cattle has provided valuable exposure
to our program and it has provided the
girls with experience that they might not
gain any other way. But, we don’t breed
cattle for the show ring.”

Nancy and Steve admit they once tried
to breed cattle that would be show winners.
They found they could do it but the results
were detrimental to their own cow herd.

“Like a lot of people, we tried selecting

Sara (left) and Anne Schmalenbereger with one of thier Angus heifers.
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