

[image: ]Educating, Engaging, Empowering

Purchasing Beef for the Holidays & Direct Beef Marketing Tips
Season 1, Episode 77
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Kiernan Brandt:	
Welcome to Cattle HQ, a podcast from industry experts and progressive producers discussing cutting edge info about the cow calf sector to keep cattlemen and women in the know and positively affect their bottom line. 

Taylor Grussing:	
Welcome to Cattle HQ, brought to you by SDSU Extension, headquarters for all things beef/cattle. I’m Taylor Grussing, cow/calf field specialist with SDSU Extension based out of the Mitchell regional office. As we join into the holiday season, we’re busy getting presents wrapped, houses decorated, and then everyone comes together to eat. It seems to be a theme of people wanting to gather around the table whether it’s for quick appetizers, even breakfast, lunch, dinner. Holidays seem to get stretched out. There’s lots of different options we want to consider and we hope that you make beef the center of your table. To talk about that today, we have invited a beef producer from Central South Dakota who operates direct marketing beef company and also raise their own cattle. Right? We have joined us with Calli Williams today and so I want her to give a little bit better introduction to herself and go ahead, Calli, whenever you’re ready.

Calli Williams:	
Yes, good morning. Thank you for having. My name is Calli Williams. My husband, Tate and I own and operate TW Angus where we are first generation ranches. We have a pure bred angus, seed stock operation here just north of Mitchell. We run an online bull sale the first weekend of March but in addition to that, something that’s really my passion project is that direct to consumer beef business where any livestock that does not make the production sale is entered into our feedlot program and that is something where we can see how those steers perform here. My dad and I go in and we grade the carcasses and then we have those conversations with the consumers and that is truly something that I enjoy doing but it just goes to show that everything born here truly has a purpose whether it’s females we’re retaining for our growing cow herd, bulls that are a part of our annual bull sale, or steers that are part of our direct-to-consumer beef business.

Taylor Grussing:	
You said that anything that goes into your direct-to-consumer business is born, raised, and fed on your operation. 

Calli Williams:	
Yes.

Taylor Grussing:	
How did you guys go about selecting genetics specifically that would cover all of those areas? It could be a seed stock animal, it could be a replacement animal, it could be a feeder animal. Are there certain genetic lines that you guys worked on when you guys started this?

Calli Williams:	
When we initially started, we were so focused on that bull sale. That was our number one priority but as this direct to consumer beef business grew, one of the EPDs that was really important to us even before this direct to consumer beef business was the carcass data and having those high carcass traits, we wanted to have cattle that performed whether it was the customers looking for those winning weights or also having that marveling factor. When it came to part of our business where we were seeing the product here on our ranch, having those steaks in the freezer, and also going in and grading the carcasses, it was a part of our business plan where, sure, the customers were having that great experience, enjoying the product that they were consuming but we were able to see how those genetics were actually performing. You could look at the EPDs and choose what you’re selecting based on the numbers, right? It was very satisfying to go in and see. Something that we AI-ed versus the bulls that we were using for cleanup. Who performed better? It’s a way to make some more call decisions too within our cow herd. Maybe some of the cows just simply weren’t performing as well. If their cattle didn’t make it into the production sale and then also maybe didn’t have the carcass data that we were hoping in the feedlot program, that was a great way for us to make a decision that those cattle just simply don’t fit our program.

Taylor Grussing:	
For the producers that are raising beef for this type of thing, as well as yourself, when you talk about whether they don’t meet the criteria or the quality, we go into purchasing beef. Can you explain some of that to the consumers that might be listening of what you guys look for when you say high quality beef goes into that direct marketing program?

Calli Williams:	
Yes, so when we go to the locker, we are grading the carcasses or grading the cattle that we had process for our consumers. We want to make sure that they are the highest quality product available and so what that means is we are shooting for that upper two-thirds choice or prime grading. We have been very fortunate the last few years to see just that increase in the product every year and so that’s another thing that every year we see improvements. It’s improvements from the genetic standpoint, it’s an improvement from the nutrition standpoint. I’m very fortunate to have an awesome nutritionist in my back pocket of my dad helping with that and he too likes to see how the cattle perform because that’s him checking how he’s doing as well. He assists with developing the rations for our bulls in addition to those feedlot cattle and so it’s great for him to be able to see how the cattle performed but it’s also, like I said, looking back on our genetics, seeing AI versus those cleanup bulls, who is doing better, what cows are performing the best. We truly want to make sure that we are offering our customers that highest quality product. What we offer is that upper two-thirds choice to prime. This last year, anything that was prime is something that we honestly did not grind very much of it for ground beef. Those are the livestock that we – or the steers that we utilize for our tomahawks or those really fun and appealing cuts because they are – they’re the grand champion of the cuts that you’re looking for, right? We wanted to make sure that if you were having a piece of meat on your table, that was going to be a talking point or something you were serving a really special guest, that it was going to be that prime, enjoyable eating experience.

Taylor Grussing:	
Like we talked about at the beginning, holidays usually are kind of those grand events, right? 

Calli Williams:	
Yes.

Taylor Grussing:	
How many of those different cuts or what would you recommend for someone starting out to walk in and what questions do they ask? Maybe this is the first time they made that grand piece of beef. What would you recommend them to look for when they’re purchasing their beef for their holidays?

Calli Williams:	
One of the first questions I ask is simply how many people are you having over? How many people do you need to feed and then the next conversation we have is how comfortable are you preparing a certain kind of meat that they have in mind. That really comes down to what equipment do they have as well. Do they have the space for are they utilizing oven space, are they – like at our place, if we are cooking brisket for a group or a prime rib, we can utilize a green egg or there’s a lot of different ways that people like to smoke their meats. So just thinking about that ahead of time, how much time do you have to prepare this like you call it around Christmas time, your prime rib, your literal grand champion of the dinner table. [Laughter] That’s just a really good conversation to have ahead of time to make sure you’re prepared. You can look back at it when people are at Thanksgiving, [Unintelligible] turkey. You flash forward to Christmas and New Year’s, it is the same thing with your beef, you have to plan ahead but it is very much worth it. Then another conversation to have is you can keep beef the center of your table with family members and also be economical about it. Prime rib can be a little more on the higher end but then there are other cuts very similar. You can do your sirloin roast that’s going to have that same – somewhat same eating experience, you just have to cook it a little differently and it’s going to be a little more economically favorable to serve a large crowd over the holidays. 

Taylor Grussing:	
With that, what about something for young kids? You and I both have kids and sometimes some of those tougher to cut thingies aren’t super great. Are there any really fun packages that are better for families?

Calli Williams:	
One of my favorite things that we utilize here is we have a walk-in freezer for all of our direct-to-consumer retail beef products and we have grandparents or parents that come in and they bring their little freezer bags, walk in. They’re shopping for themselves. They’re really excited in picking their steaks and then we talk about what about the kids, what are you going to feed those kids? Ground beef is always a hit. It is one of the most well-used items out there, I think, within the beef products but then we have patties that are available, that’s something that is very easy to use but beef itself is so resourceful and then you can look at the beef tenderloin as well. That’s going to be something that’s extremely tender. Our kids, it’s something that I can put in the air fryer too even if – tonight, after school where I want to make sure they have protein because we just got done with school, sports, etcetera, I can cook it almost like a steak too and it will be a great source of protein, it was quick to make, and it’s very tender. There’s lots of different ways that you can utilize those different products and make them kid friendly without going through multiple steps.

Taylor Grussing:	
I like to almost take some of those roasts myself, out of the freezer and cut them up into different things. What you might buy as a roast, you could possibly utilize as fajita meat or like you said, those steak tips, things like that, they’re a little bit more palatable for some of those family things and really quick, really quick to eat.

Calli Williams:	
My husband’s favorite would be with the roast [Unintelligible]. He really enjoys when we have a leftover so that we can make burritos. That is a family favorite. [Laughter]

Taylor Grussing:	
Yes, we do that too. You can get your steaks packaged individually. You can probably get them packaged in multiple ways depending on where you’re looking or buying them. You mentioned before how many people are you going to feed. What is that rule of thumb of pounds per person that goes into a holiday meal?

Calli Williams:	
Right. When you’re looking at a boneless cut, that rule of thumb is roughly eight ounces per person when you’re thinking about the holidays especially if you want to have a few leftovers but if you’re looking at a bone in roast, I would say that ¾ to a pound per person. I say that simply for the sake of having those leftovers because if you are doing a prime rib or something along those lines, your beef tenderloin, your ribeye roast, something like that. Those leftovers are so good when you are hosting family for the holidays. You don’t want to run out either. No host ever wants to do that. [Laughter] That would be my general rule of thumb. A boneless cut would be roughly eight ounces per person and then a bone in roast, that ¾ to one pound per person.

Taylor Grussing:	
Are there different cooking methods that are better for boneless versus bone in?

Calli Williams:	
That is where I would pull in my husband. He is the meat chef, we’ll say. [Laughter]

Taylor Grussing:	
Okay.

Calli Williams:	
There are so many different ways that you can – there’s the oven roasting. Like I said, we like to utilize our green egg. It’s a great way to do that indirect heat and then also finish it in – like what you would do if you are oven roasting. One of my favorite tools out there that we all literally have in our back pocket is an app available from certified angus beef brand. I believe it’s Roast Perfect but you can go in and say how many guests you’re going to have at your holidays, if you want leftovers, if you don’t want leftovers. They will help you select the specific amount of pounds that you are looking to feed your guests or your family members and they have recipes available as well and in addition to cooking methods for each specific cut that you are interested in.

Taylor Grussing:	
That could be very handy.

Calli Williams:	
It is very handy and it’s one of those things that we’re not making a prime rib or a standing rib roast once a month. It’s something that you have to refresh yourself on especially because it’s an incredible cut and it’s always an enjoyable eating experience but yet it’s something you want to make sure you do well. This app is extremely handy, user-friendly, and I cannot suggest it enough. [Laughter]

Taylor Grussing:	
Yes, that sounds like it. Like you said, you do it once a year. How do people find that local beef market? You’re direct to consumer beef business, you do a lot of advertising on social media, and there’s a lot of you guys out there but is there like a central place in South Dakota that folks can go to find folks like you?

Calli Williams:	
The South Dakota Cattlemen Association does offer a listing of those of us who are members that are also offering retail beef to consumers in addition to those who – I believe they include those who have beef shares available but it might be just those with retail beef options. Social media is the best marketing for it, to be honest, because I truly think the ranchers that are out there, offering their retail beef are also trying to share their story through the screen. We are very fortunate there’s a smaller farm store near us called Haven Farms and that is a place where we are able to market some of our products and it has been such a blessing because there will be customers that come in there maybe once a week or a couple of times a month, let’s say, and they’ll grab one roast or a pound or two of ground beef at a time. It’s a customer that not necessarily one that I would justify making a delivery by driving to town or driving X amount of miles but it is a great customer who swings in and is very loyal to that farm store and loyal to TW Angus by making those purchases with other local goods as well. You can contact your –

Taylor Grussing:	
Oh, wow.

Calli Williams:	
Yes, you can contact your cattleman’s association to get more information but also look up through social media where that direct-to-consumer beef is available and honestly, by asking any rancher that they can point you in the right direction.

Taylor Grussing:	
There is some rules that you follow that will be different than some other markets. Maybe you can explain that grading and USDA certification as well.

Calli Williams:	
Yes, for the sake of being able to sell our product, we utilize locker that offers state inspection and so our product is only available within the state of South Dakota. We cannot ship across state lines. There’s more and more people each year that are getting involved with the direct to consumer beef business and they always want to know how to start and I’m happy to help point them in the right direction when it comes to getting that freezer space, finding a locker to utilize whether that’s state or federal inspection and any questions they have about getting those logos and getting their foot in the door.

Taylor Grussing:	
There’s also a listing of state and federal inspected lockers on the South Dakota Animal Industry Board page. Yes. If you’re interested in finding a locker that maybe would have some retail beef for sale, some of those would have those in their locker themselves but then also, like you said, find you guys on the state [Unintelligible] website. Do you have like an inventory at Haven Farms of what you have there as well as at home in case it’s not on the shelf or if someone’s looking for that very specific beef or maybe a couple of different pieces like a bundle [Unintelligible]?

Calli Williams:	
That are offered year round that are family focused, so they are your roast with the ground beef included, things that families can truly utilize throughout the entire year in addition to one of my favorites, that is a tailgate bundle, so anything you need on that game day. [Laughter] It’s your ground beef, your patties ready to go. You have those but another thing that I love this time of the year is our holiday bundles and that is truly something that earlier and earlier each year, people are reaching out to me because they are ready to reserve those bundles because what else do you get that hard to shop for person other than beef. Everybody loves to get beef for the holidays. [Laughter] We, each year, jazz them up a little bit to make them more unique but it’s very exciting to see people shopping local, supporting a rancher but also giving a gift that it’s beef. Everybody’s going to enjoy it. It’s a wholesome product. It’s a frozen product, so they can use it when they are ready.

Taylor Grussing:	
You guys are a spring calving herd, right? Okay.

Calli Williams:	
Yes, we are.

Taylor Grussing:	
You are processing beef, finishing them, I guess, on what month interval like are you trying to stagger them so you process them at different times in the winter or are you trying to calve a different group of cows for that market?

Calli Williams:	
We calve just that once a year. We are spring calving roughly late January through early March. A couple of years ago, we took a leap of faith and we tried some fall calving and it was strictly for the sake of having cattle that we could process twice a year for this retail beef side of things because we, every year run into the issue of running out of some of our specific cuts, which is a great problem to have but we want to be able to have a product available year round. It just came down to the issue of not having enough pen space available and it’s – it just didn’t’ fit the layout that we have here to, unfortunately, calve twice a year, or in two different seasons. As much as I love fall calving, we did have to give it up. [Laughter] So we are back to just simply having that one calving season and we are processing our steers in late July, early August. We send our beef share first and then we have our retail beef processed shortly after. Any late calving calves, we do keep them, so we are processing a little bit later. Those calves don’t necessarily get cold every year. We do need to stagger a little bit without having an entirely different calving season. On many operations, that would be a big strike. They would be out of here but it does fit our business plan. This year was an extremely busy year for the retail beef business and the cattle that we had processed in August, we are already out of our ground beef for the year. We had sold over –

Taylor Grussing:	
Wow.

Calli Williams:
Yes. [Laughter] We had sold over 500 pounds of ground beef in just a couple of months here. Every year, we’re growing that feedlot pen. [Laughter] So we will see how things go in 2026 and 2027.

Taylor Grussing:	
Yes, and like you said, it doesn’t work for everybody to calve two times a year. It’s, theoretically, a great idea, right? Because you can use [Unintelligible] and you can have animals ready to harvest in a different time but like you said, as your herd – spring herd even grows, you can let some of those later calving animals just naturally fall into the retail beef business. 

Calli Williams:	
Right.

Taylor Grussing:	
Can you talk a little bit more about your shares versus your retail options?

Calli Williams:
The beef share side of things is how we first got started. My husband, before we met, was offering beef shares just to family friends and we grew that side of the business first. We were offering the beef shares, meaning quarter, halves, or a whole beef available to consumers and it was a couple of years into that that we had people asking, “Can I just get a little bit of this or a little bit of that?” I said, “Well, no. We need to go through the process of having beef inspected in order to do that. Otherwise, you have to buy those beef shares.” We decided let’s try this. That, again, was another leap of faith because you are seeing that financial burden of finishing those cattle. Additional steers in that feedlot pen. Again, it was something that we were excited to do but you also hoped that people would come and purchase the beef bundles and it wasn’t just those two or three people that asked that would be your customers. That was another side of things that was a little tricky of figuring out what cuts are going to sell well, what product do our customers truly want and so that’s been a learning curve. It’s something we’re four years into the retail side of things and I think we’re finally getting that figured out but then this year, we also tried some new and exciting cuts too simply because we have that customer base but the beef share side of things is something that I highly suggest to any families especially simply because they’re in control then of what cuts they are getting. When you get the call from the locker of how you would like your beef processed, you get to decide what type of roast you were wanting, what – you want ground, how you want your steaks packaged and I think it truly fits families really well and in the long run, it may be an upfront cost but in the long run, it is truly budget friendly.

Taylor Grussing:	
Yes, I think that may be was the – I don’t want to say old method of thinking that was the only way you could get locally raised beef and like you said, depending on your freezer needs, your family size, if you have very specific cuts that you want, very easy way to do it. Like you said, the locker’s going to call you. You’re going to make those decisions and you’re going to pay for that processing in addition to that animal. Very, very awesome way to do that. [Unintelligible] group a few years ago and we did a trip to New York and a very small locker over there did something very similar to what you’re doing with those bundles to help market those “end meets,” right? Everyone wants the middle meat. That’s your rib, your – like you said, the prime rib steaks that everyone loves but how do you get rid of those round roasts, even sometimes the chuck roasts. I’m assuming those are some of the things you’re working into those bundles but like you said, ground beef is a huge seller. That gives you that option on the beef shares that you can say how much ground beef you want, how many steaks you want too. Then also on that realm, ground beef isn’t just ground beef, right? There’s lots of different options for that. When you’re having premade patties versus one-pound packages, that gives you a lot of versatility too. When it comes to the patties, last year was the first year that we did this, so the 2024 processing and we had quarter pound patties made. The locker, this was actually their first time utilizing making patties. We were kind of their guinea pig and so we got to give our input on how it was packaged, were they a side-by-side patties, were they on top of each other, how are they going to be packaged? That was fun to play a role in that and so I was thinking strictly on freezer-friendly storage. We had them side by side then they stacked very nicely whether that was in our bins in our walk-in freezer or I thought if you’re in an apartment with a very small freezer, if you are moving them into your stand up freezer in your home, that worked out really well and then they thawed very quickly. That was something that we did last year and then we had a lot of requests for those third  pound patties, which I was honestly a little surprised but we did that this year and the minute people found out we had those available, those are going quicker than our quarter pound patties. Which is fine by me because my boys love the quarter pound. We will keep the quarter pound. [Laughter]

Taylor Grussing:	
More beef.

Calli Williams:	
Yes, for our own children. [Laughter] It’s just things like that, just getting input from our customers on what they liked or what they would like to see different and if there’s enough that speak up with the request or if it’s a regular customer then we can look into it for the following year. On the beef share sides of things, we do try to advice on the questions that they’re going to get, how we personally have our steers processed so they have an idea of what we would go through as a family of four because sometimes it’s our first beef share and they have no idea, they’re overwhelmed with the questions because the lockers are used to rattling off those questions and it’s what they say every day. We try to be helpful with that but then also, customers that when we go in and grade those carcasses as well simply so we know how those cattle performed. I have to look away sometimes when I see a prime steer was completely ground up for ground beef. [Laughter] 

Taylor Grussing:	
Right.

Calli Williams:	
It’s going to be a great ground beef but it makes me really sad to know those middle meat or those revised, everything was ground but that’s the beauty of a beef share, you are in control of the product you are taking home.

Taylor Grussing:	
Circling back to putting that meat at the center of the table, like you said, it’s wholesome, very nutritious piece of meat that we want you to have hopefully and choose for your family this holiday season. What is your favorite cut of beef?

Calli Williams:	
My absolute favorite is New York strip, that is my go-to. Whether it is at home or we’re at a nice restaurant, I love a New York strip. This year was the first year that we had the tomahawks and I wasn’t so sure if that was just all for show or not but I really enjoyed the tomahawk and we cooked that on our green egg and it was superb. Those would be towards the top for me.

Taylor Grussing:
Okay. Awesome. Do you have anything else you want to add about what you could do to purchase good beef for your Christmas or New Year’s or birthdays or Thanksgiving holidays?

Calli Williams:	
Well, if they are looking in the Mitchell area for just something, I would be happy to visit with them. If it’s something that we have available, we would be – we would love to help or visit with you. If it’s something that we do not have available, we will definitely point you in the right direction. The Roast Perfect app that I mentioned earlier, it does help you with finding beef available from the retail side of things, so from a grocery store standpoint, that app is extremely user-friendly. I think it is a great tool to utilize as we approach the holidays, but also just simply thank you for choosing beef as your main source of protein for the holidays. It is always a showstopper and your family will be thankful for whatever you decide you prepare. 

Taylor Grussing:	
Sounds great. I think we’re going to wrap up this episode of Cattle HQ, headquarters for all things beef/cattle. Thank you for joining us today and until next time, eat beef as always and happy holidays. 

Kiernan Brandt:	
Thank you for tuning into this episode of Cattle HQ. Brought to you by SDSU Extension, headquarters for all things beef. We invite you to visit extension.sdstate.edu for the latest beef information as well as subscribe to the show on Spotify. You will also find show notes and resources from today’s episode, until next time. Remember, success is not a goal, it’s a byproduct.


[Outro music]
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