
On the last day of August, I turned 50 years old. As hard as that fact is to bear, I find it 
even harder to believe I have been involved in Holistic Management for 20 years. I was 
first introduced to the concepts of Holistic Management back in 1983, when I was asked 
to guide Allan Savory around Washington State. I learned more in that day-and-a-half 
than I did in my college classes combined.  

When I met Allan Savory I was working for the Natural Resource Conservation Service 
(NRCS) on a project designed to restore vegetation on Mount Saint Helens following 
it’s recent explosion. I attended a two day conference where Allan introduced his 
theory of Holistic Management and I became hooked on the concepts. To me, the 
concepts made sense and I was determined to learn more and start testing his ideas on 
the ground.  

Shortly thereafter I moved back to Nebraska and was asked to organize a similar two day 
event with Allan in North Platte. I had no idea how profoundly this event in early 1984 
would affect my life and the lives of so many people in Nebraska with whom I worked.  
In those two days over 200 people attended our introductory workshop. A number of 
the ranchers I was working with at that time were so inspired they decided to travel all 
the way to Albuquerque to attend a week long course in Holistic Management. Not only 
that, but a group of these ranchers pressured NRCS for better technical assistance and 
that same year, the agency sent me to my first HM course. 

I realize now how fortunate I was to work with those dozen ranchers immediately 
following the first course. Though we made a lot of mistakes, together we were able to 
learn how to put into practice this management process. In late 1985, I resigned from 
NRCS and started to work for the Center for Holistic Management (now Holistic 
Management International). Following my training at the Center, I continued to work 
with some of these ranchers as a consultant and mentor. 
With the Center celebrating it’s 20th anniversary and me 
questioning what contributions I have made in 50 years, I 
decided to interview some of these ranchers that started  
practicing Holistic Management in 1984. So on August 26 
& 27, 2005 I interviewed 4 families and asked them to 
share how their lives have changed. You should know that 
it was time that prevented me from following up with and 
visiting more ranches in the Nebraska Sandhills or others 
practicing Holistic management. I hope you appreciate the 
honesty and candor to which these people answered my 
questions.   
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What changes have you experienced in yourselves and on your ranch since 
1984 when you first attended the Holistic Management course? 

In 1984, I was 30 years old and still doing the rodeo circuit. My dad (Byron) was running the 
business and I was a hired hand on the ranch. Attending the Holistic Management course in 1984 
catapulted me into management. Holistic Management provided me with the skills to treat the 
ranch as a business and we continue to be successful today. In 1998, I bought Eatinger Cattle 
Company from my parents. 

As a result of attending this course, I found myself moving from hired hand to owner. I wanted to 
participate in the planning and decisions being made. In that first course, Allan Savory instilled in 
me that if things were going to go right it would be by my own doing. Conversely, if things where 
going to go wrong, it would be my own damn fault.  No Excuses! You must take responsibility. I 
learned that you can hire an employee, but you can’t hire somebody to do the management for you. 

What are some of the biggest challenges you have faced in the last 20 years? 

Long Range Planning, figuring out how to pass the ranch business on to the next generation and 
letting go. Dad was very supportive and open minded to the Holistic Management approach. Dad 
actually encouraged me to attend my first course.  We had a number of disagreements, but Dad was 
willing to trust me and allowed me to try a number of new ideas. The greatest challenge occurred in 
1995, when I decided to turn off two center-pivots and allow some cropland to revert back to grass.  
Initially, my dad said it never would happen. But, the pivots were worn out and the economics just 
didn’t favor continuing to grow crops on what had become marginal land. 

In 1991, a long-time employee named Jim quit and for 6 years afterward we had employees who 
didn’t fit our operation. In May of 1997, however, we found Dennis Drews who continues to work 
for us today. I’ve come to realize that cows and land can’t make money, only people can. Over the 
last twenty years, the community respects what we are doing and the direction we’ve taken. 

So where is Eatinger Cattle Company today?   

We operate on approximately 16,000 acres. We own approximately 1200 cows and take in 1200 
yearlings for 110 days. In 1984 we were removing approximately 21 AD’s/acre; today we are 
removing approximately 33-36AD’s/acre. In 1984, Eatinger Cattle Co had a net worth of 
approximately $400,000; today our net worth is $1.3 million. Eatinger Cattle Co only owns 500 
acres; we leases most of the land we operate on. Most of the last 20 years, we have made a profit. 
Those years we lost money were because of the poor decisions we made. Today most of the cows on 
the ranch are calving in June and we don’t feed hay to them in the winter time. Though they are 
calving late spring, this ranch experienced tremendous scour problems from 1998 – 2003. In 
2001 we lost 5-6% of the calves despite treating over 50% of the them for scours. With advice 
from the veterinarian and by creating a very flexible grazing plan, we were able to eliminate most 
of the scours by 2004. Time will tell whether we have whether we have solved this problem or not. 

Are you still using Holistic Management today? 

We don’t refer to the Holistic Management model all the time if that is what you mean. However, 
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W a y n e  &  R o x a n n e  E a t i n g e r  
E a t i n g e r  C a t t l e  C o m p a n y  



after 20 years I believe we have the process figured out. I still do the financial planning and 
grazing planning on worksheets. When you have over 60 paddocks like we do you need to use this 
planning process to keep everything straight.  

What has been your biggest discovery or learning over the last 20 years? 

 The power of communication and learning how to negotiate.   
 Marketing – being more imaginative. 
 Being open minded and a self learner. 
 That Holistic Management offers no magic bullets or quick solutions; Holistic Management is 

a process that you need to evolve with over time. 
 We live in the best country to conduct business in.   

If someone was just getting started in practicing Holistic Management, 
what advice would you give them today?  

First get a handle on your finances. Your weakest link probably isn’t 
land management, though it might be the most exciting and sexy to work 
with. You need to look at the whole and resist the temptation to manage 
only parts of your operation. Be willing to change what needs to be 
changed.  You can build all the fence you want, but it probably isn’t 
going to change the bottom-line of any enterprise.   
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T o m ,  L y n n  &  J e r r y  H i g g i n s  
H i g g i n s  B r o t h e r s  R a n c h  

When we attended our first Holistic Management course, the ranch was owned by our Dad and our 
Uncle. We were starting to get involved with management; however the traditional ranch 
management practices just didn’t seem to be working. So, we went to our first Holistic Management 
course in October of 1984.   

What changes have occurred since 1984 when you first attended the 
Holistic Management course? 

Tom:  Attending the Holistic Management course gave me great confidence and I was ready to 
change the world (or, at least the ranch we were managing). Initially we changed our grazing 
practices by running large herds of cattle. However we lost money due to poor planning and 
struggled with our financial records. I became depressed as I met resistance when we tried to change 
and felt we were under-achieving. I felt we weren’t practicing Holistic Management as Allan 
Savory implied it should be done. Today, I’ve regained my confidence and understand that Holistic 
Management is only a process.  

Lynn:  It opened new avenues for us and how we view People – Land – Dollars. We have hit some 
highs and lows in the last 20 years, but I feel we kept moving forward. It gave us hope and 
encouraged us to get help when needed. I’ve learned that we don’t have to be perfect and that it’s 
not the end of the world if we make a mistake. Now we are not afraid to try a new idea.  We listen 
better. It’s our goal to be team oriented, and we continue to work on it.   



Jerry:  When I attended the Holistic Management course I was a practicing alcoholic. So initially 
I had a great fear of failure and worried about what others thought, especially our Dad and Uncle. 
We didn’t discuss finances and I wanted to setup a better financial plan. I felt we were making a 
lot of mistakes and that we needed to slow down. Our windmills couldn’t keep up with the large 
herds of cattle and this was creating even more problems. Then in 1992, I quit drinking and I 
learned how to cope with people. We have made mistakes, but we learned from them and changed 
our management because of them.    

What has been your biggest learning or discovery over the last twenty 
years? 

 Learning how to live without alcohol, I used alcohol to escape.   
 I’m (we are) not looking for perfect.  
 That Holistic Management is just a process.   

So where is Higgins Ranch today?   

We acquired the ranch from our Dad and Uncle. The ranch has increased in size to 24,000 acres 
and it has a base cow herd of 1200 head which calve in May and June. The ranch sells yearlings 
in the fall most years. Based on the current infrastructure and personnel preference, we have found 
it best to manage herds of 700 head. In most years we are able to produce the same tons of hay on 
less than 50% of the acreage. We try to hay a meadow only 1 out of every 3 years. Most of the 
cows spend most of the winter on grass and supplement. We stockpile grass for the cows in the 
winter, so we don’t have to feed them hay. 

The ranch does have some debt due to recent land purchases. It has good equipment and a new 
home for Chris and Patti Joe without having to borrow money. Despite making changes in the 
grazing and livestock management program, we still haven’t gotten rid of our livestock health 
problems. We continue to battle scours and pneumonia problems despite the fact that we seem to be 
spending more and more on vaccinations. By moving our calving to late spring, we have more 
health problems today, than we did before. However we like calving so much better now that we are 
not ready to move our calving date back. There has to be another solution to our problem. 

The ranch now supports 4 families: Tom and Lynn, Jerry and Donna, Chris (Tom and Lynn’s son) 
and Patty Joe (+4 children), and Deb (Tom and Lynn’s daughter) and Casey (+1 child). Tom said 
there is always room for more family members if they want to work and help manage the ranch. 
Tom is ready to move on, only they haven’t come up with a good succession plan for family 
members to take over. Tom feels it is time because Chris is 40 years old and needs to be moving into 
the driver’s seat in managing this ranch. 

We are still using the Holistic Management process to guide our decisions. However, we still find 
ourselves making decisions based on old habits and paradigms. Still doing the grazing planning 
and moving livestock based on this plan and our observations. We develop a yearly plan and try to 

have monthly meetings where everyone has input into what is going on.  

Do you believe you would be where you are today, if you 
hadn’t attended the Holistic Management course 20 years 
ago. 

No, Holistic Management helped me to face my alcoholism. If I hadn’t done 
that, I would be dead. Without Holistic Management, we would be like our 
neighbors: struggling to survive. 
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If someone was just getting started in practicing Holistic Management, 
what advice would you give them today?  

Make a list of what you want and then establish your Holistic Goal. If you’re not getting support 
from your team, look beyond it and reach out. Ask lots of questions and look around at how other 
people are practicing Holistic Management. Learn from their mistakes. Find other Holistic 
Management mentors and don’t be afraid to ask for help.   
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J o h n  &  C h e r y l  R a v e n s c r o f t  
T h r e e  B a r  C a t t l e  C o m p a n y  

What have been some of the biggest changes you have made in the last 
twenty years? 

The Three Bar Cattle Company was purchased by our Dad and Granddad in 1959. When James 
(John’s Brother) and I attended our first Holistic Management course in the fall of 1985, we were 
involved in the management of the ranch. The older generation allowed us to try new grazing 
strategies, such as putting all the livestock into one large herd. By changing our grazing practices, 
we have significantly improved the grass and the health of the land. Today we are continuing to 
run 60% more livestock than we ran 20 years ago. Not only that, but since 1986, we have only 
had to feed hay to our cows one year, otherwise they winter on the range and we provide them cake 
(supplement). Today we are running 1400 cows and 2500 yearlings on the 30,000 acre ranch. 

Another great change has been our finances; we have made a profit every year since we took the 
Holistic Management course. This financial success allowed us to buy another ranch for James.  
Cheryl and I are now sole owners of Three Bar Cattle Company. We anticipate being out of debt in 
two years. This financial success has also encouraged our sons to come back to the ranch. Eric and 
Shannon (wife) and Kevin are living and working on the ranch. Brant, who is in the Air Force, 
may eventually come back to the ranch as well. 

Do you feel Holistic Management was responsible for these changes? 

Absolutely. Tradition and neighbors did not support the changes we made 20 years ago. Without 
the knowledge and support of other Holistic Management practitioners in the area, we never would 
have made these changes. Today, there is an acceptance and support of what the Ravenscroft’s are 
doing on the ranch.  

What has been your biggest learning or discovery over the last 20 years?   

Cheryl:  Family communication — it is so essential yet difficult to maintain.  We are still 
working on it with our sons and their families. 

John:  Financial Planning — plan what is going to happen and then taking control to make sure 
it does.  

Are you still using the Holistic Management process today? 

Yes, but we feel we have plateaued in our practice. We are still doing the financial planning. We 
are no longer doing the grazing planning on the Holistic Management grazing form, though we 
are still moving cows and yearlings through the pastures to minimize overgrazing. We need to get 



our sons some training in Holistic Management and engage them more in this process. 

If someone was just getting started in practicing Holistic Management, 
what advice would you give them today?  

Find a mentor to provide you with some support and encouragement. Do not be afraid to ask for 
help, even if that means having to hire a Holistic Management consultant. Acknowledge now that 
you will need more training. 
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A . B .  C o x  
C a l f  C r e e k  R a n c h  

What have been some of the biggest changes you have made in the last 
twenty years? 

The first Holistic Management course I attended was when I went with Wayne Eatinger, Floss 
Garner, and Roland Kroos to Albuquerque in early 1985. The Holistic approach I learned at that 
course allowed me to understand the personal, financial, production, and land aspects of my 
operation. How everything interacts and you can’t affect one facet of the operation without 
affecting the whole. So I’ve used the Holistic Model, as I recognize it to be, to help me make 
decisions towards my Holistic Goal. 

Speaking on the Holistic Management model, I don’t refer to it every time I make a decision. I 
equate the model to the vehicle manual you can find in most cars or trucks. Once I understand the 
basic parts of the vehicle and how they operate, I don’t refer to the manual every time I want to 
drive to town. That’s not to say that I don’t use the Holistic Management process to help me make 
decisions, I do.  

Through the Holistic Management process I’ve learned to observe an action or event, such as, “It 
rained 1inch last night. How will this event/action help take me towards my Holistic Goal? Will 
it add value?” If it takes me to where I want to go, I go with it. If it takes me away from where I 
want to go, I take the corrective steps as needed.   

So, I’m more satisfied with where I’m at than I was 10 years ago. I’ve built a new house, my 
daughter is entering the University of Nebraska, I’ve taken some trips around the world with my 
daughter and the ranch operation is running smoother. With the exception of 1996, the ranch has 
made a profit every year. The ranch is operating on almost twice as many acres as it did 20 years 
ago and I have less debt.   

What are some of the biggest challenges you have faced in the last 20 years? 

The team approach. I’ve been single most of the last 20 years and have no parents involved in the 
operation. So it’s tough to be creative or critical, when you are the only person making all the 
decisions. My employee has had no training in Holistic Management and is operating with 
conventional paradigms.   

So where is Calf Creek Ranch today?   

The ranch operates on 20,000 acres, of which 15,000 acres is owned by the ranch. The ranch 
provides groceries for approximately 800 cows that calve in April and 800 yearlings. The work 



on the ranch is completed by myself, one full time employee and two summer employees. What the 
introduction of Holistic Management to Nebraska 20 years ago spawned is remarkable. Today the 
University of Nebraska offers a Grazing Land Management Degree from which I  hire 1-2 interns 
each summer. There is a Nebraska Grazing Lands Coalition that is promoting many of the grazing 
concepts Allan Savory introduced to Nebraska 20 years ago.   

I still do the Financial Planning and making sure each enterprise passes the Gross Margin Analyses.  
I’ve gotten lazy with the grazing planning, in that I don’t do the planning as I’ve been taught.  
I’m managing 6 different groups of cattle. Each grazing cell involves anywhere from 3 to 16 
paddocks.   

What would you have done different looking back on the last 20 years? 

One of my failures (weak links) in my practice of Holistic Management over the last 20 years, is 
that I did not establish and consistently monitor the health of the land. I cannot prove to you that 
the land has improved, though I know it has. 

I would also liked to have spent more time developing a comprehensive water development and land 
plan. I started with existing water facilities and tried to add storage. Most windmills are not 
capable of providing enough water for any herd larger than 300 head. I should have drilled new 
wells or buried 2” pipeline to many of the water points. I don’t feel I’ve used money to the best and 
I’m still trying to piece it together.   

I got carried away with improving the genetics of my cow herd and the magic of AI. Lost site of 
grass friendly genetics and I ended up with cows that wouldn’t breed back on the grass and feed I 
provided them. I’m moving back to a moderate size cow that can breed back on the grass I grow.   

If someone was just getting started in practicing Holistic Management, 
what advice would you give them today?  

1st – Start slow. 
2nd – Use your existing facilities and resources. 
3rd – Identify your weakest link. 
With flexibility it will surprise you on how far you can go. Of course, define your Holistic Goal. 
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C l o s i n g  T h o u g h t s  

At the end of my first Holistic Management course, I remember Allan challenging us with 
this statement: “You may not agree with everything that I presented to you this past week, 
but I don’t believe you will approach the management of your resources in the same light. 
In one fashion or another, you will change how you manage your resources.”  This summer, 
I had a client ask me to help facilitate a family meeting for the first time. He had bought a 
ranch in South Dakota in 1995 and the success he has had in the last 9 years is 
remarkable. He remembered me from that first workshop in North Platte in 1984. In the 
time following, he attended some HM course taught by other educators and has thought 
about what it means to truly be an HM practitioner. Though neither Allan nor I have had 
contact with this person in the last 20 years, change has occurred. So to all you Holistic 
Management educators out there, never underestimate the impact you might have on 
someone’s life. 

~ Roland Kroos   
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