
Values  
for Victory 

Generations of Oleens have been extensively trained to  
quickly assess a situation and make a mindful decision.

by Rachel Gabel

Chuck Oleen, Falun, Kan., grew up aware 
of his Swedish heritage, marked by Dala 
horses and Swedish treats like lutefisk, 

herring, rye bread, bondost cheese and sweet 
ostkaka. He also grew up with a keen awareness 
that jobs must be completed before the day 
could come to an end, which was cultivated by 
generations of hard workers before him. The 
Oleen family has a history rich in Hereford cattle 
and military service. Both sectors go hand-in-hand 
when it comes to learning how to adapt, overcome 
and make a decision.

Faith and fortitude
Chuck’s father, Carroll, raised Hereford cattle 
after returning from World War II. Carroll’s 
father, Hjalmer, known to all as H.E., purchased 
three granddaughters of Prince Domino in 1936 
that became the foundation for the herd. Chuck 
and his brother, Glenn, began Oleen Cattle Co. 
in 1977 with cows purchased from the Kramer 
Hereford herd Glenn had managed for six years 
in Hugoton, Kan. Chuck’s son, Brandon, followed 
a path similar to his dad’s, eventually returning to 
the operation in 2014. 

The Oleens, (l to r) Brandon, Chuck, and Glenn hold dear their Hereford cattle and their heritage, rich with military service and 
Swedish tradition.

GROUND HERO

70   | July 2020 Hereford.org



When Chuck became a Marine in 1970, he 
was stationed in Kansas City, Mo., working in a 
federal office building not far from the ranch in 
Falun. Though the farm was 20 miles outside the 
radius he was allowed to travel on weekends, an 
understanding officer in charge allowed him to 
go home periodically to work. Despite Kansas City 
being closer to the ranch than many assignments, 
it was still a big change from home, and he was 
glad to be able to return to help his family. By 
that time, Chuck says, the U.S. had begun pulling 
Marines out of Vietnam, and his specialty allowed 
him to remain stateside, even though he had 
expected to be deployed overseas initially. 

“Anybody from anywhere can have a work 
ethic,” he says. “Being used to work and working 
until you’re done served me well.”

While he served in the Marine Corps from 
1970 to 1973, he took night classes at the nearby 
community college and then earned his animal 
science degree from Kansas State University 
(K-State) in three years. When he arrived at 
K-State, he was anxious to return to the ranch, 
made even more so by being a nontraditional 
student enrolling at an older age and with 
years of service to his country- than his peers. 
Returning and shouldering debt just prior to 
the price crash of the 1980s tested the brothers’ 
flexibility and fortitude.

“Strategic planning is fine but when you don’t 
know what cattle prices and land values are going 
to do and what resources are going to be available 
to you, you have to be pretty flexible, I’d have to 
say,” Chuck says. 

Be it in the saddle or in the Marine Corps, Chuck 
says the ability to finish a job, demonstrate work 
ethic and the ability to remain flexible are all the 
qualities that remain at the foundation for success. 

When, Brandon, Chuck’s son, transferred to 
the 4th Marine Battalion Combat Service Support 

after his initial 14 months on active duty, the 
tension in Iraq was quickly mounting. Though he 
prepared for overseas deployment, he also stayed 
stateside. After his time in uniform, Brandon also 
studied at K-State and graduated in 2007. 

Brandon was advised by a fellow Hereford 
breeder that he should work away from home 
after college long enough to allow his family to 
miss him and to value his opinion. 

continued on page 72...

The ranch near Falun, Kan., is in prime summer grazing country 
and also boasts ample hay fields to be baled and used to feed 

cattle throughout the winter.

Brandon (l)– and Chuck Oleen both served stateside in the 
Marine corps. Chuck served during the Vietnam era and 
Brandon during a time during which tensions in Iraq were 
mounting. The ranch-borne work ethic both took to the 
Corps served them well.
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He then worked for a seedstock and 
backgrounding operation in Leavenworth, Kan. 
While there, he learned about imported cattle 
from Mexico and how many are raised by ranch 
families much like those in the states. 

The cattle he backgrounded there were 
domestically owned and all branded with the 
“M” brand and a number denoting the specific 
area for traceability. They were summered, fed 
and eventually harvested in Kansas. Learning 
to manage high-risk stocker calves, paired with 
a wider view of a segment of the industry many 
cow-calf producers are less familiar with, offered 
Brandon experiences and connections he draws 
upon even now. The stocker calves summered 
on ranches in Kansas can be rather high-risk, he 
says, requiring attention to detail and consistent 
monitoring. With this experience managing 
stocker calves, he returned to the K-State Stocker 
Unit, eventually managing the facility for four 
years before returning to the ranch.

Improvise, adapt and overcome
“Returning to the ranch was always the plan,” 
Brandon says. “It took longer to get home than I 
thought it would when I was 18.”

Chuck says he and Glenn are not as fast as they 
once were and welcome the help. Brandon led the 
charge on some capital improvements like some 
pipe fence and a new processing barn — investments 
that were not taken lightly on an operation that 
weathered tough years and operates conservatively 
when it comes to finances.

“We have our ups and downs, but they do value 
my opinion more,” Brandon chuckles. “I don’t 
think they miss that old chute anymore.”

Little did Chuck and Glenn know when they 
partnered in 1977 what the 1980s would have 
in store for cattle producers. He said the pair 
purchased cattle initially and paid 8% interest. In 
two years, they were paying 18% interest, a number 
that is still hard to swallow.

“You get pretty conservative after that and 
it’s worked out for us,” he says. “Maybe we’re not 

giving [Brandon] enough rein here, he’d probably 
do some things differently than we are, but we’ve 
learned a few things along the way we would just as 
soon not let him learn the hard way.”

Brandon recognizes hard times come and go, 
especially in the cattle business. He has seen this 
firsthand, and he knows his family’s legacy is not to 
be taken lightly. 

“The greatest compliment I could offer is to 
continue the legacy Dad and Glenn have built,” 
Brandon says. “They weathered storms that made 
it possible for me to return to the ranch and not 
have some of the worries and struggles they did, 
and I’m grateful for that.”

Chuck admits he misses the days of negotiated 
cash-trade cattle leaving the feedyard to eventually 
yield a more moderately sized beef carcass, but, 
for the most part, the cattle being raised have not 
departed too much from the good, solid working 
cattle the family began with years ago. 

Their selection hinges on females, especially 
ones with high quality udders, according to Chuck. 
With time a major investment and consideration 
when selecting bulls, they focus on cows and are 
conscious of keeping a balanced set of expected 
progeny differences. They also strive to produce 
high-performing cattle that are sound structured, 
easy calving and exhibit good carcass traits.

Chuck says they were lucky enough to sell calves 
this year in January prior to the price drop due 
to COVID-19, and they are readying about 50 
yearling bulls and 100 yearling heifers heading to 
grass. The bulls they market are all sold private 
treaty, mostly to producers planning to make bald-
faced calves. When they began, they sold bulls 
geared toward Hereford cows, but that approach 
has shifted through the years as Hereford bulls 
have become more popular.

Raising private treaty bulls can be a wildcard 
challenge, attempting to predict demand. This 
year, the Oleens calved about 100 first-calf heifers, 
including a number of F1 calves for replacement 
females. Uncertainty has reigned in recent months, 
prompting the heifers to be sold at auction rather 
than private treaty, but the gamble paid off with 
their females topping the market that day. It is that 
flexibility and willingness to pivot, Brandon says, 
that they agree has allowed them to be successful 
in their respective posts.

At the end of the day, self-sufficiency works, 
no matter the mission, Brandon says. He adds the 
ability to make a decision and pay attention to 
detail have been key both on the ranch and in the 
Corps. The dignity of hard work and appreciation 
of a job well done traverse all of his experiences 
and are at the foundation of who he is and where 
he calls home.  

The greatest compliment I could 
offer is to continue the legacy Dad 
and Glenn have built.

— Brandon Oleen

...Values For Victory continued from page 71
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