i '/ Photo by Paul Supko

LESSONS IN MINDFULLNESS ON A LAFAYETTE RANCH

BY VALERIE D'IPPOLITO

ver since childhood, Anne Holding and her husband, Hunter,

knew just what they wanted to do in life. Anne wanted to help
children; Hunter wanted to raise cattle. In 1995 they bought a 21-
acre ranch in the Lafayette hills. Hunter moved his Black Angus
cattle-breeding operation there. A year later, he and Anne added
Deer Hill Ranch, a nonprofit experiential education center, to the
site. Working in their two businesses, the Holdings discovered
their separate interests had more in common than they thought.

holding ranch

When I learned that Holding Ranch’s 100 percent grass-fed beef
came from the affluent suburb of Lafayette, I thought, “what a
strange place to raise cattle.” But I changed my mind after visiting
the ranch.

“This was cattle country through the first half of the century;
Hunter Holding informed me as we rode in his Chevy Suburban
through the golden rolling hills just north of downtown Lafayette.

Soon we arrived at “Mistletoe,” a 150-acre tract of grassland
adjoining Bear Creeck Road where Holding Ranch cattle have
their summer quarters. Jolting along a dirt road that runs inside
the property, we spotted the herd, a black mass under a spreading
oak. The cattle stood close to the road, as if waiting for us. I real-
ized that’s exactly what they were doing when Hunter pulled over,
flipped open the truck’s tailgate and started tossing out hunks
of alfalfa hay. The cattle swarmed the wagon like kids around an
ice-cream truck. Two large mother cows shoved their way to the
front, followed by 30 or so weaned calves, leaving the “babies,” a

couple of 250-pound calves born that spring, pushed to the back.
“Cattle are hierarchical,” Hunter reminded me.

Mistletoe is divided into five plots of pastureland separated
from each other by electric fencing. Every few weeks in the sum-
mer, Hunter loads the back of the Suburban with hay (alfalfa is
the cows” favorite) and leads his herd, carrot-and-stick fashion,
from their current plot to the one next to it. Although he recently
boughta 6-month-old pup that he is teaching to herd, (“agood dog
is better than three cowboys on horseback for herding cattle”), for
now Hunter’s cattle drive is a one-man operation. “Trust,” Hunter
says, “not moving and riding and hollering, is the basis for herd-
ing” And, of course, the alfalfa helps.

Hunter leases Mistletoe from the East Bay Municipal Util-
ity District for a surprisingly reasonable fee because his landlord
knows that these carefully managed cattle will help maintain the
property as grassland. Pointing to a tangled jungle of scrub that
had overrun some neighboring land, Hunter said, “If you don’t
graze, the land’s going to look like that: greasewood and ‘junk’
It’s not really usable for anything.” To keep the “junk” from over-
running Mistletoe, Hunter’s cows provide the ideal lawn service.
Wandering the land, they churn the soil with their hooves, help-
ing prevent invasion by aggressive plants. They also trim the grass
while dining, fertilize the land by depositing valuable gifts, and
rototill the fertilizer into the soil with their hooves.

Grassland also helps the environment. Grasses and legumes re-
move greenhouse gases by taking excess carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere and storing it as carbon in their underground root
mass, a process known as carbon
sequestration. Although bovine
emissions—cow  belching and
flatulence—release harmful meth-
ane gas, some argue that pastured
cows’ pollution is negligible com-
pared to the cattle’s usefulness in
preserving grassland.

Hunter pays as much atten-
tion to the grass his cattle eat as he
does to his cattle. Pulling up some
dried stalks by the side of the road,
he handed them to me for inspec-
tion. The grass was woody, far
along in its life cycle. “That’s what
youdon’twant.” he said, “It’s stem-
my, just not palatable” Although
cattle will still eat it—they’ll even
consume thistles in a pinch—this
aged grass makes poor forage.
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