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Section I  
Business/Stewardship 
Business:          Davis Ranch 
Individuals to be recognized: 
      Billy Don /Nolo Gene Davis 
      Bryan /Jill Davis 
Main contact:  Billy Don Davis 
Address:          217 CR 170 
                        Winters, TX 79567 
Phone/Fax:     325-754-5093 
Email: bdngdavis@worldnet.att.net 
Web Site:  www.davisranches.com 
Location:   The Davis Ranch is located 3 miles  
                    east of Winters, TX. 
 

Nature of Parent Business 
   The Davis Ranch (DR) presently is a cow/calf 
operation.  The DR has, in the past, grazed stocker cattle.   
   Separate herds are grazed utilizing a fast deferred 
rotation system involving 118 pastures. Thirteen of these 
pastures are irrigated under 2 pivot systems. 

Natural Resources 
   The operational diversity of the DR includes the 
following: grass production, grass seed production, 
CCRP Waterway Buffers, hay production, CRP lands, 
commercial water sales, oil/gas production, CCRP 
Riparian buffers, wild game trapping/transplanting, 
CCRP Quail strips, commercial hunting, rental property 
and no-till crops.  Cropland productions include wheat, 
milo, sunflowers, hay grazer, legumes and oats. 

History of the Business 
   The DR management story may differ from most.  It is 
a story of difficult decisions and hard work in order to 
accomplish a goal of stewardship.  It is a story of 
enormous changes. 
   Don and Nolo Gene Davis started with nothing.  They 
had no vehicle, no furniture, no finances and certainly no 
land. Don hitchhiked to Texas A&M University until he 
was a senior.  He worked during the summer along with 
Nolo Gene working as a waitress to help him through 
school.                    
   Following graduation both got jobs.  They gradually 
were able to purchase small farms until presently they 
own and operate 2,955 acres of land.  They built their 
grassland dream together.   
   They constructed over 90 miles of fences where no 
fences existed.  They welded and concreted in pipe 
corners.  They drove thousands of steel posts-she on one 
side of the driver and him on the other. 
   The farms they purchased included crops such as 
cotton.   Significant amounts of soil were already lost 
due to decades of wind and water erosion. 
   The Davis’s were one of the first to initiate no-till 
farming in the area.  They continued to farm/run cattle 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
until the USDA’s Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) 
was initiated during the early 1980’s.  The choice was 
made to enroll eligible land into the CRP.  A mixture of 
tall grasses was seeded.  One important side benefit of 
the program was it demonstrated good soil could produce 
good grass. 
   A major decision had to be made to either “plow”  or 
“graze”  as the CRP approached termination. Grazing was 
the choice made—a complete reversal from the cropland  
past.  Part of that decision centered on erosion control 
and organic matter.  The Davis’s realized wind and water 
erosion could be eliminated.  Also, the slow process of 
building back soil organic matter and improving soil 
productivity could begin.  They were on their way to 
building a ranch.    
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   Work on a fencing program, suited to a deferred 
rotation system of grazing, was initiated.  Approximately 
60 paddocks resulted which varied in size up to 50 acres.   
Three herds of livestock (usually stocker cattle) were 
used.  Each herd was rotated through a system of 15 to 
20 paddocks.  This basic system still exists today except 
there are 118 paddocks and cows are the livestock. 
 

 
 
   Rotation and the length of deferment varied, not on a 
day schedule, but according to grazing use on the forage.  
However, cattle usually graze a paddock 2-3 days and up 
to 7-10 days.  That paddock is then rested from 21 to 30 
days or more.  Cattle are rotated from one paddock to 
another more than 200 times a year. 
   Incorporated in the grazing plan was the provision to 
rest all paddocks 60 days during the growing season.  
Deferment provided time for the forage to recover from 
the effects of grazing and to build food reserves for next 
year’s green up.  

Ecological Descr iption 
The Davis Ranch is located in the northeast portion of 
Runnels County.  The county is located in the west 
central portion of Texas.  The county is situated in the 
lower portion of the Rolling Plains ecological area.  The 
annual average rainfall is approximately 24 inches.  The 
elevation above sea level varies from 1,500 to 2,300 feet. 
   Bluff Creek and Antelope Creek are the two perennial 
water streams that traverse through the ranch. 

 
 

   Soils are generally characterized as nearly level to 
undulating deep loams overlying caliche.  Major native 
grasses include Eastern Gama, Switch, Indian grass, 
Little bluestem, Texas winter grass, Buffalo grass and 
Blue grama.  Introduced grasses include bluestem 
(WWB.Dahl) and Klein grass.  
   The land was originally part of the most productive and 
abundant grassland area in the world.  The Great Plains 
stretched from the Gulf of Mexico to well into Canada.  
The soils were deep, rich and fertile.  Vegetation was 
grazed by a natural deferred rotation system involving an 
estimated 60 million bison.   
   Leslie Allen said it best in the 15Dec07 issue of 
Science News in an article entitled “Prairie Revival.”   
The article stated “ It took less than a century after John 
Deere unveiled his steel-bladed plow in 1837 for the 
North American prairie to all but disappear.  For 20 
million years, a nearly 1,000-mile-wide swath of 
unbroken grassland belted the continent’s midsection 
from northern Canada to Mexico.  Now, only about 5 
percent is left…”  

Organizations Utilized in 
Environmental Effor ts    
USDA-Farm Service Agency (FSA) 
 Farm Bills 
 CRP (Conservation Reserve Program) 
 CCRP-Riparian buffers 
 CCRP- Conservation buffer waterways 
 CCRP-Quail strips 
 Disaster aid and insurance 
USDA-Natural Resource Conservation Service 
 EQIP-livestock water tubs and grass seeding 
 CRP-Technical Assistance 
 CCRP-Riparian Technical Assistance 
 CCRP-Waterway Technical Assistance 
 CCRP-Quail Strip Technical Assistance 
 Pond Technical Assistance 
         Livestock pipeline assistance 
 Planned Burn Technical Assistance 
Note: There are other organizations utilized in the DR’s 
environmental efforts.  However, to limit duplication, 
these organizations are best described in Section I I  under 
Leadership Activities. 
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Resource Management 
(1)   Stewardship and conservation have always been the 
long term goal of the DR. Work was for a goal of 
sustainability for both the agricultural and the wildlife 
operations.  Work was toward a goal of removing no 
more from the land than given back.  Work was for a 
goal of gradually making the land more productive rather 
than gradually causing it to be less productive. Work was 
for a goal to go back to nature’s way. 
   Isaiah 65:17-25 indicated God’s gift of “shalom” can 
never be realized until we “make peace”  with God’s 
creation.  The text indicated we need to see and 
experience nature as a friend with which to work in 
harmony and not as an enemy to be conquered. 
   The DR, in effect, is reaching out and taking nature’s 
hand and asking her to show them how.  Show how to do 
the grassland thing again-this time with cattle instead of 
bison. 
(2)   Thousands of acres of cropland have been converted 
into a diverse operation featuring a productive deferred 
rotation grazing operation complemented by a profitable 
hunting enterprise.  The above was no small task and is 
the main stewardship accomplishment of the DR. 
(3)   During most of the 20th century there were no deer, 
there were no wild turkey, and there were very few 
bobwhite quail.  Now these wildlife species plus others 
abound.  The DR leases hunting rights for all three of the 
above game species and also for dove. 
 

 
 
(4)   In addition, the 2 irrigation pivot systems provides 
the heart of the DR livestock enterprise.  The extra water 
is important as it allows the ranch to “stay”  during the 
drought years. 

 
 
(5)   During the farming years both wind and water 
erosion took its toll.  Now neither of the erosive factors 
occurs.  Mr. Davis once wrote an article entitled Saddle 
a Raindrop which traced the route of a raindrop through 
grassland canopy, along diversion terraces, into any one 
of 13 miles of grassed waterways before exiting into a 
stream.  The article stressed that even if water did 
manage to run off a person could reach down, take a tin 
cup and get a drink of clear water.  Management of water 
on the DR is a beautiful thing to see. 
(6)   The DR was also able to provide water to folks that 
had no livestock water (during droughts).  The DR water 
wells remained good and springs did not fail.  The DR 
contributes this to keeping rain drops where they fell. 
(7)   The Rolling Plains of 
Texas is one of the last 
strongholds of the rapidly 
disappearing range of the 
Bobwhite quail.  Even here 
their numbers are gradually 
declining.  One of the goals of 
the DR is to keep and perhaps 
expand a still viable 
population of Bobwhite quail.   

  
 
Innovative Stewardship Practices 

Cropland to Grassland 
   The most innovative accomplishment of the DR has 
been the conversion of cropland into grassland.  All other 
practices listed below spring from this achievement. 
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A bottom line result is broad open grasslands punctuated 
by brushy creeks not unlike the situation that probably 
existed prior to European man.  Perennial grass is once 
again “stirrup deep on a horse.”  

Grassed Waterways 
The DR has installed 45 vegetative waterways covering 
13.5 miles of water courses.  These waterways provide 
the backbone of the DR water management system. 
   The tops and sides of the waterways were seeded to 
wildlife food/cover species know for their value.   
 

 
 

   These waterways are now beginning to prove 
invaluable to the Bobwhite quail-mainly as escape and 
nesting cover.  Nesting Rio Grande turkey are observed. 

No-Till Farming 
The DR presently has 625 cropland acres utilizing a no-
till system.  The DR initiated no-till during the fall of 
1976-over 31 years ago. This coming spring another 350 
acres will be seeded to a mix of native grasses and forbs. 
 

 
 

 
 

Wildlife Tours 
Field trip requests by schools are rewarding.   The 
students can observe some of 8 beaver dams, to look at 
nest boxes or perhaps to pick up owl pellets.   
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   Rarely observed cavity nesting blue birds, wood ducks 
and black-bellied whistling tree ducks are now found.  
Previously absent white wing doves are commonplace.  

White-tailed Deer Management 
   White-tailed deer populations are estimated by the use 
of spotlight counts.  The results of the census allow 
planning a buck and antlerless harvest.  Census has 
indicated as many as 135 to 150 deer present.  A harvest 
of 15 to 25 deer usually results. 
 

 
 

   In the immediate area wheat is planted each fall (along 
with fields on the DR).  These “winter greens”  are, in 
effect, “ food plots”  providing deer with supplemental 
nutrition. Fawn survival has traditionally been 
favorable—perhaps a function of adequate nutrition. 

Youth Hunts 
   The DR encourages youth deer, wild turkey, dove and 
feral hog hunts.  The introduction of youth to the 
experiences of nature is enjoyable.  It is not the 
“shooting”  that is so important.  It is the “being there”  in 
the outdoors. 
 

 

Quail Management 
   Approximately 200 acres of quail strips have been set 
aside for the specific purpose of benefiting Bobwhite 
quail.  The strips are established to a mix of grasses and 
forbs desirable for the Bobwhite.  Another 250 acres of 
quail strips are to be seeded this spring. 
 

 
 

   Forty five National Conservation Buffer Initiative 
waterways have been constructed and seeded.  These 
waterways are part of a program to provide both wildlife 
habitat and clean water.  
 

 
 

   As mentioned, the tops and outside slopes of the 
waterways have been seeded to quail food/cover species.  
These species include a mix of Maximilian sunflower, 
Bush sunflower, Illinois bundle flower, Native 
sunflower, Partridge Pea, Green sprangletop, 
Switchgrass, Indian grass and Big bluestem.   
   The height and density of the vegetation has the 
potential to provide both food and daytime cover for 
white-tailed deer.    

Nest Boxes 
Various nesting structures have been erected.  Nest boxes 
for cavity nesting ducks (wood duck and black-bellied 
whistling ducks) have been established at various 
locations along the creeks.  
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   Numerous owl boxes have been constructed and 
situated at least 20 feet off the ground.  These boxes have 
been placed both in trees and in the upper reaches of 
barns.  Great horned owls, barn owls and whistling ducks 
have successfully fledged youngsters from these boxes 
   More than 40 bluebird nest boxes have been erected. 
 

 
 

Beaver Dams 
  Antelope Creek, the smaller of the 2 creeks, is a 
perennial spring-fed flowing stream.  It is on Antelope 
Creek most of the beaver activity is found. 
 

 
 

   Beavers constructed 5 separate dams in one pasture and 
4 dams in another.  A beneficial effect on other wildlife 

has resulted.  Water is usually backed up continually 
from dam to dam. 

Livestock Water  
   The DR is blessed with abundance of both 
underground and above ground water. Twenty wells, 5 
miles of underground pipelines and 12 portable water 
tubs are the main supply. The DR also has 15 ponds and 
two 25-acre intermittent playa lakes. 

Gully Control 
Gullies are hand established to Giant Cane (Arundo 
donax).  The cane is prolific and does an effective job of 
healing wash areas. 
 

 
 

Wildlife Areas 
   The DR provides 9 pastures set aside entirely for the 
benefit of wildlife.  No livestock grazing has occurred on 
5 of these pastures for approximately 15 years.  As one 
might expect, these pastures are the hubs of white-tailed 
deer, turkey and quail activities.  
 

 
   Several of the beaver dams mentioned above are 
situated in one of these pastures.  These areas are “neat”  
places to spend quality outdoor time.    

Ripar ian Buffers 
   Riparian buffer areas are established along both major 
drainages.  In addition to the buffers, large areas of 
adjacent bottomland brush habitat are fenced as ungrazed 
wildlife areas. 
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Wildlife Food Plots 
Wildlife food plots are placed in several locations.  Plots 
consist of either wheat, oats, clover, milo or sunflowers. 
 

 
 

Alleys to Water  
                 Alleys to water provide limited livestock access to 

ponds. Alleys are also established in selected areas 
adjoining creek water. 

 

 
 

   These alleys allow cattle to water in small areas but not 
allowing delimitation of the vegetation around these 
water sources.  There are 6 of these “alleys to water.”  
 

Contour  Quail Str ips 
   The DR has strategically disturbed strips within 
rangeland areas.  The contour trips were then seeded to 
wildlife food/cover vegetation. The strips do not require 
many acres and are installed for the sole benefit of 
wildlife-mainly Bobwhite quail.  The strips contribute to 
“edge”  effect so important to quail and other wildlife. 

Half Cutting 
   Mesquite brush areas are “half cut”  with a chain saw to 
provide broader, more favorable cover for Bobwhites. 
 

 
 

“ Quail Houses”  
“Quail houses”  have been constructed out of stacked 
brush.   
 

 
 

Giant Cane has also been sprigged into multiple areas 
providing perpetual quail cover. 

Dung Beetles 
   A small brown dung beetle plays an 
important role in grassland management 
on the DR.  The beetle was introduced 
decades ago from South Africa.   This 
insect is capable of burying, according 
to researchers, up to 2000 pounds of 
manure per acre per day. 
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Brown Headed Cowbirds 
   The parasitic trait of brown headed cowbirds is known 
to have a negative impact on the success of nesting 
songbirds. The DR feels these birds, along with the 
common grackle, scratch through manure piles and feed 
on the dung beetles.   
 

 
 

Large trailer mounted cowbird traps have been 
constructed for control. 
 

Wildlife Trapping/Relocation 
   Rio Grande wild turkey trapping/relocation has been a 
DR winter activity for many years.  Birds released in 
Mexico were captured on the huge King and Kennedy 
Ranches in South Texas.  Turkey were also trapped on 
other ranches in Texas and relocated. 

 

 

 
This activity is not a large source of income but is a 
welcome diversion.  Mr. Davis estimates involvement in 
trapping/relocating more than 6000 wild turkey.   
   The DR researched and developed an innovative and 
effective turkey trap.  Mr. Davis presented a research 
report on the trap at the Southeastern Wildlife 
Conference in Biloxi, Mississippi. 
 

Grass Seed Production 
Grass seed production/harvest provides another source of 
income.  Three species of grass seed are produced and 
harvested. 
 

                    
 

 
 

Hay Production 
   Hay requires expensive resources to produce.  Cattle 
grazing, on the other hand, recycle most grassland 
fertility back to the soil.   
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The DR does not elect to produce a lot of hay nor sell 
any hay produced.  The DR does not wish to export 
fertility. 

Water fowl 
   Waterfowl do not generate much hunting interest in the 
area.  However, the DR has seasonal waterfowl in 
abundance.  There are very few geese but a wealth of 
ducks and Sandhill cranes. 
 

 
 

   Dams on Antelope Creek back water for over a mile.  
The 25 acre playa lakes provide seasonal water. 

Water  Sales 
As mentioned, the ranch is blessed with an abundance of 
underground water which is occasionally sold to the 
public.  The sale of water supplements DR income 
during periods of low forage production. 
 

SECTION I I  
Leadership Activities 

Soil &  Water  Conservation Distr ict 
   The Runnels SWCD has been part of the Davis family 
for 2 generations. Both Don and his father served on the 
board.  Don has given programs on conservation and 
wildlife.  He participated in school field days explaining 
to 6th graders the basic of deer management.  Davis has 
participated in sponsoring deer management camps, quail 

management camps, stewardship poster contests, tree 
planting, fish stocking and grass seeding efforts. 

Area I I  Association SWCD’s 
   The DR has been a recent recipient of the outstanding 
wildlife conservationist award.  This award covered 
entries from a broad area of central and west Texas. 
 

Runnels SWCD Newsletter  
   The Runnels SWCD Newsletter published an article 
covering the DR as the recipient of the outstanding 
wildlife conservationist award. 
‘  

Lipan-Kickapoo Water  Distr ict 
   When Runnels County entered the Lipan-Kickapoo 
Water Conservation District Mr. Davis was appointed by 
the Runnels County Commissioners Court to represent 
Runnels County.  Davis has since been elected. 

Upper Colorado Water  Distr ict 
   Davis serves as a member of the Upper Basin Clean 
Rivers Steering Committee. 

North Runnels Water  Supply Corp. 
   Mr. Davis served as an elected member of the North 
Runnels Water Supply Corp.  The purpose of that board 
is to provide abundant and safe drinking water for rural 
residents. 

Planning Texas Water  Resources 
   Davis was recognized as making a substantial 
contribution to the study and preparation of the report 
Planning Texas Water Resources for the 21st Century. 

Wildlife Newsletter  
    Davis was author of a periodical wildlife newsletter 
entitled Hair &  Feathers.              

Wild Turkey Newsletter  
   Davis was author of a periodical wild turkey newsletter 
entitled The Rio Grande Turkey. 

Lone Star  Land Steward 
    The DR was recently honored by receiving the 
“Rolling Plains Lone Star Land Steward Award.”   This 
award was presented by the Texas Parks and Wildlife 
Dept. and the Private Lands Advisory Board during a 
ceremony in Austin. 
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Southeastern Wildlife Conference 
   Davis presented a research paper entitled Funnel Type 
Turkey Trap at the Southeastern Association of Fish 
and Wildlife in Biloxi, MS. 

Texas Wildlife Association 
   Davis held a long time membership in the TWA.  
Davis authored an article entitled Wild Turkeys In Texas 
in the TWA’s publication Texas Wildlife.  The DR was 
later featured in a ranch stewardship article by Lorie 
Cantu entitled No Bare Ground. 

Texas Wildlife Management Council 
   Davis held membership in the TWMC 

The Wildlife Society 
   Davis held membership in The Wildlife Society. 

Range Management Society 
   Davis held membership in the Society of Range 
Management. 

Runnels County Farm Bureau 
   Davis held membership in the Runnels County Farm 
Bureau.  He served as chairman of the wildlife 
committee. 

Texas Farm Bureau 
   The DR was featured in the Texas Farm Bureau’s 
publication Texas Agriculture. The article was entitled 
Icons of Conservation. 

Texas Dept. of Transpor tation 
   Davis presented a program entitled Roadside 
Vegetation during a state TDOT convention in Austin 
before an audience of approximately 750 persons. 

Stewardship Newspaper Column 
   Davis authored a series of Stewardship News articles 
in The Winters Enterprise (local newspaper).  

Winters Independent School Distr ict 
   The DR grants and participates in school tours 
concerning wildlife and grassland stewardship. 

The Farmer-Stockman 
   The DR was featured in the The Farmer-Stockman in 
an article by J. T. Smith entitled Ranch is an icon of 
land and wildlife stewardship. 

Military Service 
   Davis served in the U. S. Navy.  He participated in the 
testing of 13 nuclear weapons exploded near Christmas 
Island in the Pacific. 

Promoting Stewardship 
   Much of the DR’ involvement with governmental 
programs and leadership activities has already been 
mentioned.  This information will not again be 
duplicated in detail.  However, it cannot be over 
emphasized the importance of both cost share and 
technical assistance programs in the DR’s ability to 
move forward on their plans of conservation.  How the 
DR manages water (with its 13 miles of waterways, 
hundreds of quail strip acres, terraces, ponds, pipelines, 
riparian buffers) is a vital part of ranch operations. 

   Again, the main ingredient in the stewardship story is 
the conversion of thousands of acres of farmland into 
grassland. 
   The result of the above plus experience in growing and 
seeding grass prompts almost daily contacts either by 
phone, e-mail or actual visits.  The DR borders major 
highways for miles.  For those who care to look, 
stewardship is demonstrated on both sides of the road. 
   The Texas Parks and Wildlife Dept is presently 
conducting Bobwhite quail research.  The TPWD is 
investigating just how much the DR’s grassland 
stewardship (waterways and quail strips) affects a 
declining species.   

Persuading Other  Producers 
   The DR is open in their willingness to share 
conservation experiences.  Operators from other areas 
seem notice.  Articles published in agricultural related 
publications and the conservation awards also seem to be 
noticed. 
   One adjoining neighbor, for example, has recently 
seeded cropland fields into the primary grass used on the 
DR.  However, the DR does not dictate to others. 
   Whither or not the DR is a stewardship example is a 
judgment that must be made by others.  But for the DR, 
they are going to do those things that keep their soil and 
water.  For once lost it cannot be retrieved. 

Public Perception 
   Positive public perception is an elusive target.  It is 
difficult for us humans to always be correct in our 
judgment.  Yet we are quick to judge. 
   One of the things the DR likes to share is the difference 
between cropland production and livestock production.  
Cropland harvest can take tons of grain from each acre of 
land along with the nutrients it takes to produce it.  This 
nutrient and fertility bounty is then exported. 
   Livestock production, on the other hand, produces a 
hundred pounds or so of grained weight per acre with 75 
to 80 percent of that being water.  It is a neat thought 
realizing cattle cycle most consumed nutrients back to 
the land. 
   Commingled within most of the narrative above is 
public perception.  The DR works toward having a 
positive public perception but they do not worry about it 
much.  They just go about satisfying themselves 
concerning their own stewardship responsibilities. 
 

Section I I I  
Stewardship: Telling the Story 
   One of the most satisfying things about the DR is their 
belief they are doing the right thing-doing the right thing 
for the land, for the environment and for themselves.  
The DR is continually amazed about how fortunate they 
are to live in this country, to raise a family and to work 
on the land. 
   It is not about dollars so much.  However, dollars were 
involved.  It is about an unwavering goal.  It is about a 
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lifetime of a man and woman working together. It is 
about having nothing at first except each other.  It is 
about slowly purchasing 17 separate farms and putting 
together a working ranch.  Dollars!  Yes, there had to be 
some.  However dollars are not the real value. 

Original Stewards of the Land 
   Yes! Cattlemen are the foremost stewards of the land.  
Cattlemen are not that different from Native Americans 
in this respect.  Native Americans used the bison and 
wildlife for thousands of years.  Modern ranchers attempt 
to do essentially the same with their use of livestock and 
wildlife. 
   The DR has made substantial long-term outreach 
efforts to represent conservation and stewardship.  The 
use of the news media to publish a column entitled 
Stewardship News is but one example.   
   As is often said “a leopard is not going to change his 
spots”  and the DR is not going to change theirs.  The 
Davis’s are going to be stewards of the land until the 
end.  Even then this man and this woman are to be buried 
in the grassland they love. 
 

 
 
 
 

 


