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     In looking back to when I last wrote my commentary, it was exactly 5 months ago; or if you prefer – 21 weeks or 151 

days, but who was counting? It was about a week after severely breaking my hip with an unfortunate mishap of slipping on 

wet grass at the Webster County Fair. It was the last thing I could do related to work because of constraints brought on by the 

insurance company that underwrites the University’s Workman’s Compensation program. I have to tell you that I learned a 

lot about the medical side of the equation and even about myself from my time away, over and above what I learned from 

laying on my back in an “oh so comfortable” medical bed, absorbing material from television, newspapers, magazines and 

books and even from caring individuals who dropped by to say hello or to remind me that there was a life outside of the four 

walls that surrounded me. It is hard to describe so I will use “interesting” as a descriptor for that experience. 

     To say the least it was an interesting phase in my life that gave credence to the fact that life can be very fragile and that we 

should live each day to the fullest. We sometimes think we are “ten foot tall, bulletproof and indispensable”, but you soon 

learn that you are none of those. You do find out however how many friends that you are blessed to have, how important 

family is and how all of the collective support and prayers can certainly give you the strength and resolve to persevere 

through something that can take away your strength, mental and physical attributes and perhaps sometimes your spirit. It can 

get to the point that you may even start to lose hope and negativity can creep in and then those lessons on positive thinking, 

reflection and even the desire to join mankind kick in and you start seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. Well I am glad to 

say that I am very close to the end of that tunnel and soon will be back full time to normal, or whatever normal is in my life! I 

am back at work, driving my pickup and probably my spouse crazy, but it is good to be back among my friends, peers and 

acquaintances - doing work for this part of this great country and for agriculture in general!   

     Oh my, there has been so many things that I could have participated in, commented on or just simply soaked in during that 

time. I wanted so badly to write about so many issues concerning what was and is happening in agriculture and how it could 

and would affect our area and our lives. We are living in a critical time in agriculture right now and each and every decision 

that is made on the local, state and federal levels can make or break our family farms and then you feel the ripple down Main 

Street of small town America and eventually even the large cities. We have confronted and endured many ups and downs in 

the rural sector and I am confident that we all can work together to get through these tough times, and that we all will be 

stronger for it. This time of year – the Holiday Season has a tendency to do that very thing. So let’s explore that this week! 

     I have always maintained that agriculture has long had its place in the Christmas tradition. I want to share a portion of a 

piece that was penned by Jeff Semler, a fellow extension educator from Maryland, that resonated with me. He pointed out 

that Christmas is just around the corner and whether you celebrate a cultural Christmas or a Christ-centered Christmas, many 

of the traditions are found in agriculture. He first points at jolly Old St. Nicholas. He circles the globe in a sleigh pulled by 

eight reindeer. Reindeer are ruminants just like the cows, sheep and goats you find in the farmyard. Although Santa uses 

them as draft animals, it wasn’t all that long ago we used oxen for the same purposes. In Nordic regions and in the arctic of 

North America, these four-part stomached, cud chewers have been hunted for their meat and fur. They have also been 

domesticated and are milked as well as put in harness for pulling carts and sleds. Americans were introduced to reindeer by 

the son of the Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of New York, Clement Clarke Moore.  Who wrote “A Visit from Saint 

Nicholas” (aka “The Night Before Christmas”) in 1823. Before that no one thought about reindeer in conjunction with Saint 

Nick. Moore introduced the world to Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, Vixen, Comet, Cupid, Dunder and Blixem (the last two of 

which were later changed from Dutch to German, becoming Donner and Blitzen). While the first six names all make sense in 

English, the last two actually mean “thunder” and “lightning,” respectively. 

     So you see those that celebrate Christmas in a less religious sense still honor a charitable saint and his beasts of burden. 

For those who celebrate Christmas and the Nativity, agriculture is even easier to find. We all know that when the days were 

accomplished that she should be delivered, Mary laid Jesus in a manger. The very same manger that probably fed the 

innkeeper’s sheep, cattle or goats. We also know the first people to find out about the birth were shepherds. These we not the 

aristocrats of their day, but lowly agrarian people. Much like today, in the first century, shepherds were not highly esteemed 

except it seems by an angel and his heavenly hosts. Then there are the Magi or Wiseman, who arrived no doubt in a caravan 

of many beasts of burden, most likely of which were donkeys and camels. While these creatures are still used in some parts 

of the world as pack animals or ridden, the Magi were from a culture that highly prized these animals for carrying both cargo 

and people. While we only know of three gifts that were brought – gold, frankincense and myrrh — there is little doubt the 

caravan was much larger than three men. Which means plenty of camels and donkeys. Alas, grazing or forage management 

was important to Santa, The shepherds and the Magi. High quality forage is surely necessary for making long journeys 

whether by sleigh or caravan. Which means these folks knew the importance of crude protein and total digestible nutrients 

long before forage testing. How did they know? Through careful observation. As you prepare for Christmas, I trust you will 

see some things in a new light with a greater appreciation for agriculture. I also wish you a Merry Christmas. 
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