
Norway Valley Farms is a third-generation operation 
near Heinsburg, in northeast Alberta. Rolling hills and 
lots of bush makes this ideal for mixed farming operation. 
Using Charolais bulls on their commercial herd, they have 
now ventured into raising some purebred Charolais also.

“We started using Charolais bulls in the late sixties, but 
we shied away for a few years. At the time we had little 
Hereford cows and big Charolais bulls. There were just too 
many problems. My dad was cross-breeding Hereford with 
Shorthorn before the exotics came to Canada. We saw the 
benefits of cross-breeding and knew the benefits would be 

greater with Charolais, but they females still weren’t big 
enough to handle the new breed. 

Eventually, I saw the strides Charolais had made in 
improving their calving ease and decided to try them again 
in the late seventies. There is just nothing better than those 
buckskin calves,” explains Duane Barstad. His son Arden 
does not remember having a bull other than Charolais with 
their main cowherd. Duane’s uncle, Leo Kinsella, Irish 
Creek Charolais, started raising Charolais and provided the 
encouragement he needed to crossbreed with the exotics.

The Norway Valley Farm cowherd now consists of 
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Horned Hereford and Simmental crossed cows. They have 
forty Hereford females and buy Simmental bulls to produce 
their F1 females. The purebred Hereford replacement 
females are purchased each year. “We also breed our heifers 
to Hereford bulls. We do retain some of the heifer calves 
from this cross. They are only a quarter Simmental, but 
they do well, and it seems to be enough for success. Their 
Hereford herd was just getting too small and needed some 
new blood. It is getting harder to find Hereford heifers as 
many breeders have retired.” Their Simmental bulls are 
more traditional and must have a white face. They prefer 
their females have Hereford colouring to keep uniformity 
in the herd. 

They run over 300 commercial cows and have started 
a small purebred herd of approximately 30 cows. Half of 
the commercial cowherd grazes in a bush pasture north 
of Heinsburg, Alberta. It is lease land and has provided 
challenges along with grazing opportunities. The younger 

cows stay close to home because the bush is just too hard 
on them. The first year cows go there is a tough one and 
it shows when they come home in the fall. After that year, 
they adapt and do just fine.

They start calving the first of April. Even though they 
preg-check and plan to keep females with due dates at 
the end of May, there are always a few stragglers that 
calve in early June. The late calvers and opens are fed a bit 
and shipped when the market picks up after Christmas. 
Having a basically horned herd, they tag and use caustic 
paste at birth. They brand and castrate before the cattle go 
to pasture for the summer. The cows with younger calves 
stay closer to home for the summer. The bulls and the 
cows go to the bush together and they require more bulls 
to cover the cows in this large pasture, usually seven bulls 
for 120 cows. The pasture is 17 quarters and if they didn’t 
go together, they may not find each other. This necessitates 
the preg-testing as there is no way to pull the bulls from 
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this large pasture after breeding, the bush is just too thick. 
It is not possible to treat cattle for anything while in this 
pasture. If you go there on a quad, it may be too wet to 
get around and if you are lucky you will see ten or twelve 
head. They are on their own and must survive. The herd 
seems to know when it is time to come home and there is 
very minimal handling required to load them for the ride 
home. 

Every year the cows that have gone to the bush for the 
first time come home a bit rangier. “We probably have to 
ship a couple each year because they just don’t settle down. 
There are lots of bear and some wolves to spook them,” 
says Arden. Duane continues, “They aren’t worth anything 
around the yard when they are spooky, but they are worth 
something at the market. I don’t know if it is the predators 
or if it is just being in the bush. When we first got that lease, 
I went there for two or three weeks to fence it. My dad, 
uncle and I camped and I was pretty relieved to get out of 
there. Dad and I were in St. Paul and he suggested we see 
if there was any lease land available. We walked in and got 
a 40-year lease on this land. Now the renewals are only 10 
years.” 

Now it is time to re-fence. Tami says when they take 
horses she doesn’t let Arden get out of sight, it is too easy 
to get lost. There are some access roads from oil but some 
are grown over and another has been flooded out by a 
beaver dam. Beavers cannot be shot because someone has 
the rights to a trapline within the lease. They can notify 
Fish and Game, and they will contact the trapline holder 
for permission. If they don’t want to do that, you can apply 
for a permit. Duane adds, “the beavers were felling trees on 

the fence and it was creating quite a problem. We never go 
up there without a gun as you never know what you will 
come across.” Arden clarifies, “I can shoot a bear or a wolf 
up there because they are considered harmful to the cattle, 
but beavers aren’t considered a threat.”

The bush-pastured cows are taken to a hayfield at 
Marwayne at the start of October. They fall graze once the 
bales have been removed, until they wean in November. 
The balance of the cowherd and the purebreds graze 
closer to home throughout the summer and fall. Calves are 
retained to background until March or April. They prefer 
to sell them as grassers, but sometimes they can get too 
big. They watch the market to sell them before they start 
calving to make more room for the new calf crop. This year 
they didn’t get any grain as the crop was still in the field 
waiting to be combined, but they did really well on silage. 
They use barley and oats silage and can usually average 9 
or 10 tonnes per acre. They chop hay and straw and mix 
it with the silage as they feed. They have started adding 
the new oats, Nasser, that doesn’t need to be rolled, to the 
silage for the calves and it seems to be going well. 

Arden received a call from a feeder who was so pleased 
he finally figured out where this group of calves was 
raised. “They came with the NVF brand on their side and 
in the ear tag. They came with a group and went on feed 
and just took off. I have been trying to figure out where 
they came from for two years. He finally figured it out 
when he saw their bull sale catalogue with the tattoo. They 
came and bought five steers for 4-H and were very pleased 
with how they finished.”

Their grassers are sold through the ring at Lloydminster 
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now. It was a hard decision to make the move because we 
had done well in Vermilion, but with personnel changes, 
the buyers know us there. They sell in weight packages but 
are not mixed with other herds. 

“When they started pre-sorts, I said I wasn’t going in 
them. You work hard to raise the type of cattle you want 
and then they mix them up. There is no pride in that,” 
says Duane. “They are all age verified and on the Express 
program,” explains Arden. “They are really even when 
they go, we keep the smallest of the group at home to feed, 
usually only five or six, until the first of June,” adds Tami. 
“I always laugh because we sell our top animals in March 
and keep the others until June and they bring just about as 
much money as they hit that hot grass market and have put 
on a lot of weight in that time frame.”

In 2016, the Barstads were faced with an opportunity to 
start a purebred Charolais herd. Arden had always been 
interested in the purebred industry and possesses a keen 
interest in pedigrees. They were considering buying some 
purebreds when they were offered to keep some on shares. 
It was an opportunity not to be passed as it allowed them 
to move into the business with no cash investment. It also 

provided someone to help with the learning curve of the 
paperwork that goes with purebred registrations. Their 
purebred herd is either full French or French influenced. 
They prefer the style and love the docility. In the late 
sixties, it probably was the French bulls we had trouble 
with, but there are just no issues with vigour at birth or 
calving ease anymore. “We use some big birth weight 
bulls (118 lb) and never have trouble, we don’t touch them 
unless it is a malpresentation,” says Arden. “It is all in the 
build,” explains Duane, “you can have a low birth weight 
bull and have trouble if it isn’t built right.”

When they buy bulls for their commercial herd, they 
only look at how they are built, not the birth weight. Their 
birth weights range from 100-120 pounds. They recognize 
that the bull is not always to blame for birth issues and 
birth weight comes from the female too. “I like to see a 
100-pound calf. When they start out at that weight, they 
just go,” states Duane. Arden says he has weighed some 
commercial calves too and they have been easily over the 
110-pound mark and they are up and going on their own 
without trouble.

“When they started pre-sorts,  
I said I wasn’t going in them. You work 

hard to raise the type of cattle you 
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They would like to increase their purebred cowherd to 
forty head and supply their commercial herd with bull 
power and sell a few. “It’s hard to be able to pay for the 
type of bulls we want,” says Arden. And Helge confirms, 
“I have seen you get bucked off some pretty high dollar 
bulls.” “Yes, it isn’t easy to look you in the eye and say no 
when you really want a bull. At least we know we have 
really good taste,” says Duane. Everyone laughs, but 
when searching genetics for an operation, bull power is an 
investment to be taken seriously.

At one point in their program, they had some trouble 

with a white strip on the tail. They had a red factor bull at 
the time and blamed him. After getting rid of the bull, they 
realized it wasn’t his fault. They talked to one of their bull 
producers and he explained there are certain bloodlines 
that carry broken pigment and can throw this. After DNA 
proved the parentage of the bull, he offered to give them 
some money back. They refused and said it wasn’t a good 
enough reason to take a refund but are quite conscious of 
watching for pigment in their bull purchases now. It is even 
more important when you use an F1 female.

ACA President, Stephen Cholak (left) and Lorne Lakusta (right) presented Duane, 
Marie, Arden and Tami Barstad, Norway Valley Farms, with the Commercial 
Breeder of the Year Award in 2018

Arden and Duane were the Commercial Judges at the ACA Select Bull Show in 
2018
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They seed about 1200 acres, 300 of it would be for silage 
and the rest would be oats, wheat, barley and canola. There 
also have about 400 acres of hay. They are seeding more 
to hay in the rotation. The Marwayne hay field is a half 
section. It works really well for the cows that have been in 
the bush, and gives them a little boost when they come out.

Pasture is not easy to come by in their area. There are a 
lot of young farmers keeping the price up. A lot of the land 
is simply too rough for farming and they can produce more 
with cows. Their cowherd is at its maximum size for their 
land base. “If we were to increase our herd, we would have 
to do things differently. You must have straw and feed. We 
produce our own wheat and oat straw for bedding. We 
use barley straw in our feed,” says Duane. “Last year we 
used canola straw in our bedding for the bulls to keep them 
from scratching. It took more bedding, but it seemed to 
help them stay cleaner as well,” tells Arden.

Arden and Tami are living in the place were Duane grew 

up. They have been married for six years and have two 
children, Lee and Aiden. Duane and Marie moved into 
the next yard to raise their family. Their oldest daughter 
is a principle in Kimberly. Their second child, also a girl 
farms near Elk Point. They have 50-60 cows of Norway 
Valley genetics and they help each other with branding. 
At the current time, Lee is the farmer of the two and loves 
equipment and Aiden is the one interested in the livestock. 
They use horses sometimes to work cattle but have found 
the quad to be easier and faster. This is a true family 
operation; everyone works together to make this a great 
place to raise the next generation on the land.

In 2018, the Alberta Charolais Association recognized 
Norway Valley Farms as Commercial Breeder of the Year. 
It was an award they were very honoured to accept with 
gratitude. Duane reflects, “All we’re doing is trying to raise 
good cattle, having someone notice and acknowledge it 
was very humbling.”
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