
As we learned in 2020, nothing 
is a given. Now in 2021, we are 
reminded things constantly change. 

Most cattle industry people look 
forward to traveling to Denver in 
January for the National Western 
Stock Show (NWSS). As far as I 
remember, the 1987 NWSS started 
as normal as any other, until news 
of an accident in Kansas made it to 
the “Hill.” The accident took the 
life of someone near and dear to 
many of us in the Hereford breed. 

I was only 11 years old that year, 
but “Papa” Joe Lewis of Alfalfa Lawn 
Farms was larger than life to me. 

Field days and judging contests 
were regular events, and I 
remember attending several judging 
contests at Alfalfa Lawn Farms. In 
1938, the Lewis family first hosted 
their annual judging school that 
continued for 47 years. One field 
day and judging contest particularly 
stood out to me. It was a cold, rainy 
day, but I have a vivid memory of 
the hug Joe gave me shortly after we 
arrived. It was the kind of hug that 

warmed you to your core. Now, I’m 
sure Joe hugged everyone, but his 
hugs had a way of making me feel 
extra special. 

The beginnings
Their story began in 1908 when 
John Lewis made a trip from 
Illinois to the Pawnee Valley in 
Kansas. He was interested in 
growing alfalfa, and the valley’s 
fertile soils were perfect. John 
made the move in 1909, and in 
1910 he brought his bride, Bessie, 
out west. As a wedding gift, John’s 
father-in-law gave the couple 10 
registered horned Hereford heifers, 
and Alfalfa Lawn Farms was born. 

John thought the horns caused 
unnecessary work, so he dehorned 
those females and purchased a 
polled Hereford bull, rightfully 
named Polled Rollo. John and 
Bessie’s sons, Walter and Joe, 
formed a partnership with their 
father in 1940, after graduating 
from Kansas State University. The 
operation became known as John 
M. Lewis & Sons’ Alfalfa Lawn 
Farms. Walter and Joe made a great 
team and were successful because 
they complemented each other. 

Lewis legacy
Walter was elected president of the 
American Hereford Association in 
1957, and in 1968 he was elected 
president of the American Polled 
Hereford Association. Walter made 
the breeding decisions in the herd 
while Joe managed the show string 
where they exhibited 18 national 
champion or reserve national 
champion polled Hereford bulls 
and females. They exhibited six 
consecutive Kansas State Fair open 
show champions. The brothers 
set the standard for the way we 
show cattle today. Both men were 
very particular, but Joe was a 
perfectionist. When the cattle stood 

up in the stall, they were brushed 
and cleaned off, and the poop 
never touched the ground. 

Walter and Joe were both on 
the judging team at Kansas State 
University, and both men judged 
shows nationally and internationally. 
Joe was the happiest with a show 
stick in his hand, and he was always 
willing to help the kids. It was said 
that at a show, Joe was the one who 
turned the lights off in the barn 
at night and the one to turn them 
on in the morning. During the 
Junior National Hereford Expo 
(JNHE), the Walter and Joe Lewis 
Memorial High Point Senior Award 
is presented to a senior for his/her 
overall achievement in leadership, 
teamwork, skills, and competition — 
all traits Walter and Joe exemplified. 

Their story ended in 1987. In 
January, Joe was accidentally run 
over while assisting a neighbor 
stuck in the snow. Walter passed 
away in August. Their wives, 
Francis and Margaret, conducted 
a complete dispersal of their cow 
herd in November.  

To join and to learn more about the 
NHW, visit HerefordWomen.com or email 
nationalherefordwomen@gmail.com.
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Joe Lewis was happiest with a show stick in 
his hand.
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