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don't want you watching - they want to be left alone to do their job. Other cows don't seem to care. It 
helps to know your cows and how they react to know which cow may need assistance and which ones 
are fine and just want to be left alone. 

Why get up in the middle of the night to check cows? Well, I am responsible for them - I made the 
breeding decisions, I decided they should calve in January, I decided who the sire (father) of the calf 
should be. I am responsible. A just born baby calf is wet and slimy and has just rudely arrived from a nice 
warm environment to (perhaps) minus 10 with a 30 mph wind. Despite wind blocks, and deep straw that 
is still cold - real cold. It doesn't take long for a wet baby calf to get cold and get in trouble - if that baby 
doesn't get dried off and nurse in a timely fashion that baby can freeze or be a set up for health problems 
down the line. Now a good mother cow will get that baby up and start licking her off and encouraging her 
to eat - but what happens if that baby is born and slides under a gate away from her mother? What 
happens if the mother is having twins and can't attend to baby number one while baby number 2 is being 
born? What happens if the foot is back (calves are normally born with both front feet forward and the 
head follows) and the baby can't be delivered? That is why I get up in the middle of the night to check on 
the cows. 

So you head to the barn in the middle of the night. It is a beautiful night - the Christmas lights are 
bouncing in the wind, the sky is clear and the stars are huge and bright, and it is so cold your nose hairs 
freeze. What you really want in the middle of the night is nothing going on - cows lying around chewing 
their cud, cows sleeping, cows eating - what you really want is nothing going on so you can go back to 
bed and check on them again in the morning before you have your coffee. 

 

Ziva 

They say that if you feed your cows at night they will be more likely to calve during the day. I am a 
believer. Of course night and day are relative terms, is night when it is dark and day when it is light or do 
we base it on a time? Driving a tractor loaded with hay through the snow, over the icy rutty drives and 
fields is much safer in daylight and I prefer to feed cows when there is still some light. So as the days get 
longer the feeding gets later, and you think that yes there will be a spring. 

It was dark out, and it wasn't all that long ago that I had fed the cows in the field and checked the close up 
cows in the barn. Close up cows are those that are due to calve in the "near future" - the cows in the barn 
were all at least 10 days from the "official due date" but they looked like they were going early. Sitting in 
the house a little voice said "go to the barn" - I always listen to the little voice. 

One of the largest pains of calving in the winter (besides getting up in the middle of the night) is 
constantly changing clothes - you get cold, you get wet, you get dirty, you need something in the house - 
you find that despite having at least 80 layers on there appears to be straw in your underwear. Now there 
are barn clothes and then there are clothes that let you see what is going on and keep you warm but you 
wouldn't want to do cattle work in them - they are "semi good" clothes. The little voice always catches me 
in the semi good clothes. 

As I approached the barn I heard a cow mooing - this was not a happy moo, it was not a moo signifying 
pain, it was a distressed moo. Something was wrong and the cow was disturbed. And then I saw Violet 
standing at a gate calling to the wet just born baby who has slid under the gate. There is no changing 
clothes - the priority is to get that baby back in the pen with her mother and if the clothes don't wash they 
can become barn clothes! 

Cold and windy and not a perfect day to be a wet baby under a gate. Violet, a red first calf heifer, had her 
calf unassisted (without help) and because of where she chose to lie down, that baby just slid under the 
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