
We celebrate American agriculture. 
And, we treasure our young farmers 
and ranchers.

The DTN/Progressive Farmer America’s Best Young 
Farmers and Ranchers program recognizes the next 
generation of entrepreneurs who are building potent 
agricultural businesses and who bring positive 
change to their communities. They are successful 
and creative. 

 America’s Best Young Farmers and Ranchers 
demonstrate innovation and work for community 
betterment.

 What do we do? We offer a premium prize travel 
package and a rare opportunity to bring business-
altering ideas back to your operation. 

 Honorees will be featured in Progressive Farmer 
magazine and DTNPF.com.

 Please contact us with any questions. Thanks!

Dan Miller, Senior Editor, Progressive Farmer 
2204 Lakeshore Dr., Suite 415 • Birmingham, AL 35209

Email: dan.miller@dtn.com 
Mobile: 205-613-6088		

DTN / Progressive Farmer

Class of  2024
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Generation Next
These brothers prepare for a day when they inherit soils brought to life  
by innovation and lessons learned from experimentation.
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ee River Ranch, a few miles from 
Aliceville, on the far western border 
of Alabama, has the feeling of a 

buttoned-up operation. Not in a soul-crushing 
sort of way, but an operation where a problem 
isn’t long waiting for an answer, where 
experimentation defines the brand. 

The well-kept sign marking the entrance to 
Dee River hints at what works here. “2013 
Alabama Farm of Distinction” for precision 
technology, on-farm production of biofuels, 
an electronic animal ID program and fully 
automated irrigation. “No-Till Innovator” for 

cover crops that have enriched the soils with 
organic matter.

Annie Dee, who began farming in 1981, 
and brother, Mike Dee, manage the ranch. 
Annie’s twin sons, Seth More and Jesse More, 
are managers and the generation-in-waiting. 
The brothers are 35 years old. For the sake of 
accuracy, Seth is the big brother, four minutes 
older than Jesse. He manages crops. Jesse 
oversees the 1,000-head cattle operation. 

The family business began in 1953 with 9,000 
acres in Citrus County, Florida. Watermelons, 
corn, soybeans and cattle were produced 
there. In 1989, the Southwest Florida Water 
Management District purchased the operation 
for its water resource. The family packed up 
and moved machinery and cattle to Aliceville. 

THE BIG MOVE
Seth and Jesse were 3 years old when Dee River 
Ranch was born on the edge of the Alabama 
Black Belt, in Pickens County. Its 10,000 
contiguous acres reach over the state line into 
Mississippi. It is a long way from anywhere. 
Heat comes with humidity. Summer nights cool 
to the 80s. “People from Florida come up here 
and say this is the hottest place they’ve ever 
been in their lives,” Jesse says.
 Annie Dee has a reputation for innovation 
and toughness. “It hasn’t always been the 
easiest being Annie Dee’s son,” Jesse says. 

“She is strong-willed like the rest of us, maybe 
a little stronger. She expects a lot out of us. 
But, she’s a good boss and a good leader.” Seth 
notes her work ethic. “She has put in many 
years of hard work on the farm, working 
in nearly every role imaginable, from bush 
hogging to baling hay to running the combine 
and working cows. I grew up watching her 
and learning from her relentless work ethic.” 

As young boys, Aliceville was not rolling with 
excitement. But, they loved the farm. “After 
school, I’d ride my bike right out to the fields. 
I was afraid I missed something,” Jesse says. 
Seth remembers horses and cattle. “Farming has 
always been something I’ve wanted to do,” he 
says. “One day, I’m pushing cattle; the next day, 
sidedressing corn; and then another day, at a 
computer writing prescriptions.”

Both sons draw from their mother’s drive 
and ethic for the land—but in different ways. 
“We come at things from different viewpoints,” 
Seth says. “I like to plan things out. Jesse likes 
to come in, blow hard and get things done. 
But, it’s nice to have his different perspectives.” 
Jesse structures his work. “I love accomplishing 
tasks,” he says. “I like to break them down, set 
goals and start knocking them out.”

EVERY ACRE USED WELL
Dee River is a highly productive farm that grows 
corn and, with the exception of this year of 
low prices, soybeans. Brangus cattle graze less-
productive hills. The rest of the ranch is planted to 
pines (less successfully than hoped because of high 
soil pH) and native grasses. Dee River operates on 
the philosophy that all land is used in the manner 

D

Dee River Ranch is 
10,000 contiguous 
acres, with 4,000 
acres of corn this 
year and a 1,000-
head cow/calf 
operation. (Top 
left), owner Annie 
Dee talks with her 
twin sons. Jesse 
More (bottom left) 
and Seth More work 
cattle.

The family 
business: (from 
left) Mike Dee, 

Jesse More, 
Annie Dee and 

Seth More 

Seth & Jesse More
Aliceville, Alabama



Watch the video at  
https://spotlights.dtnpf.com/abyfr/
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This ranching couple is building a cattle operation  
on rich mountain grass and the generosity of their  families.
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Watch the video at  
https://spotlights. 
dtnpf.com/abyfr

Travis and Sarajane Snowden unload a pair of 
saddled quarter horses. The fourth-generation 
Colorado ranchers are checking late-summer 
pasture at 9,000 feet—hay meadows of the 

Egeria Valley spread out below, the snow-bare Flat 
Tops Mountains framing their horizon. Blue grama, wild 
rye and highly palatable mountain brome produce rich 
forage packing 2 pounds per day onto their Angus-cross 
calves. Now, as early-season snows dust the summits 
of Colorado’s towering mountains, it’s time to move the 
Snowden Cattle LLC herd to greener meadows and, 
soon, several hundred miles east to Holyoke to winter on 
cornstalks. One season flows into another.

“This lease pasture is paramount for cattle operation,” 
Travis says. “The pasture fits directly into our rotation, 
bringing the cattle home from cornstalks, [April] calving, 
summer grazing and prep to ship in the fall.”

The Snowdens manage 500 cow/calf pairs and 
replacement heifers a few miles outside Toponas, a no-
stoplight town in the Yampa Valley with a couple dozen 
souls, a post office and general store. There is change 
here. Coal mining, once an economic driver, is a dying 
industry. A similar story is being written about logging. 
Wealthy urban refugees are new arrivals, staking out 
land for ranchettes with homeowner associations. The 
influx drives up land prices. Property with a good mix of 
pasture and hay brings as much as $3,000 per acre. The 
average value of pasture in Colorado is $875 per acre.

Travis and Sarajane lend their talents to nearby King 
Creek Ranch, where they manage a private accumulation 
of land owned by investors. King Creek is their “nine-
to-five job,” they explain, providing income to expand 
their own herd. Sarajane runs a bookkeeping and tax-
preparation business.

BUILDING THEIR RANCH
“I think our long-term dream,” Sarajane says, “is to be 100 
percent [ranching]. God brought us together and has given 
us opportunities. We’re praying for the next step. When it 
comes, we’ll know it.”

These highlands sustain beef and elk hunts. A single 
cutting of hay is all that can be harvested in the short 
growing season. “We have about four months of growing 
season and eight months where it’s muddy or winter,” Travis 
says. “We have a whole lot going on in those four months.” 

Water is key to everything. The Snowdens’ cattle 
and pasture drink from a water resource built by earlier 
generations. So great was the value of spring snowmelt 
the couple spent their short summers “ditching,” building 
miles and miles of irrigation ditches with old plows and 
homemade ditchers to bring snowmelt down from the 
mountains to pastures and meadows.

“Water in northwest Colorado is the heartbeat for what 
we do—for producing hay and cattle,” Travis explains. He 
knows water law and carefully monitors its flow to his cattle. 
“It’s a battle keeping data points on water rights, making 

sure they are up to date, that our adjudications (settled 
claims for water rights) are where they need to be. Without 
good, clean water, the cattle won’t gain or even survive.”

HIGH-ALTITUDE PRODUCTION
It takes a sturdy animal to live in a high elevation. “If you 
brought cattle up here straight from Texas, many would not 
survive,” Travis says. Cattle from lower elevations risk brisket 
disease, a thickening of the heart’s arterial walls, causing the 
heart to work harder. Cattlemen use a pulmonary arterial 
pressure test (PAP) to understand the propensity of a bull 
to encounter brisket disease. The lower the PAP score, the 
less risk of the disease and higher the elevation the animal 
can live. “Bulls walk up and down these mountains breeding 
cows. They have to stay sound to do their jobs,” he says.  

 “We focus our bull power on many genotypes, but the 
PAP score is one of the key areas we look at when selecting 
bulls.” The Snowdens have made the investment in bulls with 
low PAP scores. “We have put better bulls onto our cows, 
and we’ve improved the quality of our calves. We hope the 
buyers see that,” he says.

High-Country Dream By Dan Miller, @DMillerPF
Photos By Joel Reichenberger 



Two generations of Snowdens 
are walking, working and 
hunting the same land as Travis 
Snowden’s grandfather—Sara-
jane, Travis, Wyatt and Katelyn. 

Travis and Sarajane Snowden
Toponas, Colorado

ZO
EY

 BROOKS NELSON

W IS C O N SIN
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Legacy Without Liability
BY Dan Miller 

T
he “chitchat” is sparse as Zoey Brooks 
Nelson and her father, Ron, work through a 
line of cows that had left the milking parlor 
moments before. Wearing an arm-length 

glove, Ron reports his findings. Wearing a baseball cap 
stitched with “Brooks Farms, Est. 1855,” Zoey scans 
a smartphone, makes notes and administers injections. 
“Pregnant,” Ron says. “She’s a health-check, 46 days,” 
Zoey responds. “This cow has a cystic right ovary,” he 
says. “This cow needs a career change,” she says. 
 “I do not know of another 27-year-old who has 
amassed the resume of accomplishments that Zoey 
has,” says Ron of his daughter, the chief operating 
officer of this Waupaca, Wisconsin, dairy. The 
business is building toward 700 milking cows. “She 
went from being an elite athlete in basketball and 
soccer, a valedictorian of her high school class, to an 
honors graduate of the University of Wisconsin with a 
degree in animal sciences.” 

Zoey’s goal has been to lead the farm into its sixth 
generation, this one “fueled by female power.”

SUCCESS AMONG CHALLENGES
Zoey directs Brooks Farms’ herd health, calf health, 
human resources and office. As COO, she has written 
standard operating procedures for the farm, is creating 

benchmarking metrics and is penning performance 
evaluations. She intends to be successful in a state losing 
upwards of two dairies per day. 
 And, she intends to be a role model. “We have people 
driving in every day. Whether [it’s] our nutritionist, our 
agronomist, sales representatives, they are all female,” 
Zoey says. “It is important for young girls to see female 
figures in the industry.”

She served as Wisconsin’s 67th Alice in Dairyland for 
2014–2015. Throughout the yearlong reign, she made 
400 appearances promoting Wisconsin agriculture. She 
still works today with local high schools and technical 
colleges, as well as the Professional Dairy Producers of 
Wisconsin and the University of Wisconsin-Madison in 
creating professional curricula. 

She has teamed with Waupaca High School’s 
“Waupaca Works” work experience program, in 
which she has mentored four students who begin their 
work experience by managing the calf facility and are 
encouraged to explore other facets of the farm. One 
student has pursued additional education in agriculture.

Brooks Farms is 1,700 acres and headquartered south 
and west of Green Bay. It was homesteaded in 1855 by 
Luther West, three “greats” ago to Zoey. Ron Brooks 
has four daughters. “No men in this family,” Zoey says. 
The operation produces its own feed and markets corn 

and wheat. A herd of 700 
milking cows will match 
the productivity of the land. 
“We were land heavy and 
cow short,” Zoey says. 
“The goal is sustainability 
and structuring our 
business for the future.” By 
increasing cow numbers, 
Brooks Farms reduced its 
use of commercial fertilizers and will meet 
its demand for forages. 

LEAVE A LEGACY
Zoey has a business motivation that goes 
directly to Brooks Farms’ motto: Leave 
a Legacy, Not a Liability. “That means 
producing more and using less,” she says. 
“At this herd size, we will be sustainably 
balanced with our land base.”

Zoey cut her management teeth on 
a new calf barn in 2015. She planned, 
managed construction and moved calves 
into a facility equipped with robotic feeders. 
“This is where our herd starts,” she says. 
“If we grow healthy calves, we’ll have 
healthy cows.” The calves are divided into 
four large pens where they have space to 
romp—locomotion is important to muscle 
development—and are free to socialize, 
important to the day they join the milking herd. Dairy 
development has undergone remarkable improvement. 
Average daily gain from 10 liters of milk per day per 
100-pound calf went from 1 pound per day to 2½ 
pounds per day. The milk comes from the hospital pen 
and is product that would be disposed of otherwise.

“Perhaps the most impressive fact about the calf 
project was that she was able to not only develop and 
learn how to accomplish this in a robotic facility, but 
now she has trained her staff to achieve these same 
results,” Ron says.

HIT ALL THE TARGETS
Zoey is focused now on maximizing the capabilities 
of the farm’s Double-16 Germania Herringbone 
milking parlor. It has fallen short of its benchmarks. 
“We decreased our labor needs but weren’t able to get 
the parlor throughput we needed,” Zoey says. With 
assistance from the farm’s dairy technical services 
specialist, she revamped the farm’s milking practices. 
Milk letdown, parlor flow and employee motivation all 
improved. Labor was of particular focus.

“I restructured job duties to allow two milkers in the 
parlor for the majority of a shift, eliminating the need 

for a third person,” Zoey says. The result is a dramatic 
uptick in production. “We have taken an hour off 
milking time, gained 3 pounds of milk per cow and have 
eliminated bimodal flow.”

The win motivates Zoey. “I know I’m building toward 
a legacy that makes a difference,” she says. And, it builds 
confidence in Ron. “I am entirely confident,” Ron says, 
“in Zoey’s abilities that we will be hitting and exceeding 
our performance benchmarks just as she has done in 
every other aspect of her brilliant, young career.”  ///

Sixth-generation dairy farmer 
sets high benchmarks  
for performance, production.

TOP: Zoey Brooks Nelson 
and her father, Ron, work 
closely together as they 
build toward 700 cows and 
a sixth generation. MIDDLE: 
Zoey reorganized work in the 
milking parlor and raised milk 
production by 3 pounds per 
cow. BOTTOM:  A new calf 
barn is key to building a larger, 
healthy herd, Zoey says.
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Name: ____________________________________ Name of farm: ___________________________________

Farm/home mailing address: __________________________________________________________________

Email address: _____________________________________Best phone number: _______________________

Date of birth: __________________Immediate family members (and ages): ____________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Farm/Ranch size (acres and/or animals): ________________________________________________________

Crops/Livestock produced: ___________________________________________________________________

Other ag related businesses: __________________________________________________________________

Please answer the following questions:

Let us get to know you. Tell us about yourself, your family (go back a generation or two if you want).

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Tell us about your farm/ranch. What are your challenges and specialties? Your successes? How are you 
building your business?

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

How about innovation? Describe a production or management practice you implemented that positivity 
impacted your business development.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

What inspires you day-to-day about your operation? What keeps you motivated? _______________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Who inspires you? Why? _____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

How are you working to make just one more thing in your community better? __________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

This program is called America’s Best Young Farmer and Rancher. What makes you one of the best of your 
generation?

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

America’s Best Young 
Farmers and Ranchers Date: ______________________

DTN / Progressive Farmer
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