
Crossing the 
Sunshine State
Generations use Hereford genetics to maximize heterosis in South Florida.

by Katie Maupin Miller

For more than six decades, Alan Kelley’s family has 
used Hereford genetics in their commercial cattle 
operation to bolster heterosis — making fertile, 

efficient, tough cattle that can hold up to the uniquely 
challenging environment in the center of South Florida. 
Kelley’s Hereford-Brahman-Red Angus cross herd thrives 
on the rangeland his great-grandfather put together a 
century ago, outperforming the native Cracker cattle both 
on the range and on the rail.

The southeast corner of Osceola County, Florida, 
where Kelley’s family has run cattle for five generations, 
typically sees six months of dry conditions, when cattle 
need to hustle to find water. Cattle spend the rest of the 
year in what Kelley calls “deep wet” — when the herd 
may be in ankle deep water for weeks at a time. 

Native forages also pose cattle a unique challenge. 
South Florida’s grasses are very wet and contain little 
dry matter, which means cattle need a lot of capacity to 
consume enough forage to meet their nutritional needs. 
Not to mention, parasites, such as flukes, thrive in this 
wet, warm environment, making parasite and insect 
resistance another sorting point. 

Crafting the cross
Creating profitable commercial cattle that can withstand 
such a challenging environment is no small task, but 
Kelley has it down to an art at Kenansville Cattle Co., 
located in Kenansville, Fla. A large part of his formula to 
success is his three-way commercial crossbreeding rotation 
and the added boost of heterosis the Hereford influence 
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brings. During the 20 years that Kelley has been at the 
helm of the family operation, he has experimented with 
different crossbreeding programs to tweak his commercial 
cow herd, but he has always found that the Hereford-
Brahman-Red Angus crosses that his family has used 
for generations hold up the best. The resulting crossbred 
females are maternal and efficient and ready to work and 
adapt to their environment. 

“They make for some of our most efficient females — 
ones that are very predictable,” Kelley says. “You know 
what your challenges are going to be, and [the Hereford-
influenced cattle] are easy to take care of. They add a lot 
to the maternal side and to their nature. They blend very 
well with Angus, which is an obvious one in our country. 
But then, as you put the Brahman influence with them, 
it makes it where they can also work in this environment.”

The added maternal heterosis helps his Hereford-cross 
cattle last two to three years longer than their straightbred 
peers. Commercial cattlemen across the country appreciate 
this added longevity and stayability, and Kelley notes that 
the demand for baldy females is growing in the South. 
With a little ear — usually about three-eighths Brahman 
in Kelley’s herd — the Hereford-influenced females in 
South Florida can withstand the heat and go out and 
graze throughout the day to capture the most nutritional 
value from the local, high-moisture forages.

Kelley notes that the value of this cross stretches 
beyond his Southern home, though. 

“She has all of the maternal heterosis that you would 
want going into a cow herd,” he says. “She has the 
ability to cross with any type of bull somebody would 

want to use. Going from a Bos Indicus to a Bos Taurus, 
even a Continental, all of them will work and will 
complement well.”

Kelley’s three-way cross females can truly be profitably 
crossed with any bull. He says some folks even put a black 
bull on them to get even more heterosis from their calves. 

“It lends to just a really good calf raiser,” he adds.

Past the pasture
These good calf raisers lead to good calves. The majority 
of Kelley’s calves go straight to the feedyard, where cattle 
feeders note their outstanding health. Kelley’s herd health 
program starts at home with a sound mineral program 
to support the available forages, which is complemented 
by his pharmaceutical protocol. With this proactive 
management program, Kenansville Cattle Co.’s herd 
health has been easy to maintain, and the Hereford-
influenced cattle rarely fall ill or need antibiotics.

This hardiness helps Kelley’s calves feed extremely 
well and be known as predictable and proven feeders. 
His cattle hit the rail rolling 60% plus USDA Choice 
with rarely a Yield Grade 4 carcass. This blend of feed 
efficiency and quality in the end product highlights an 
important reason to use Hereford-influence for added 
heterosis — sustainability. 

Kelly recently read an old article from the 1950s, where 
his great-grandfather and great-great-grandfather were 
on the record saying their blend of Brahman-Hereford-
Angus genetics outperformed the local Cracker cattle. In 
many ways, Kelley’s family was on the leading edge of the 
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sustainability movement, maximizing heterosis 
to optimize their cow herd efficiency more 
than 70 years ago. 

Today, as Kelley notes, the U.S. cow herd 
is at its smallest size since around that era, 
yet producing more beef. Beef producers 
doing more with less will continue to be more 
important as urban sprawl swallows more 
pastures and rangelands, and the sustainable 
management of the beef industry draws 
increased consumer focus. 

“Here we are, this many years later, 
looking at the same number of animals back 
then and producing three times as much 
meat,” he says. “That, to me, is really, really 
cool, and it’s something that I take a lot 
of pride in because we’re taking the same 
number of animals and producing three 
times as much; we’re doing more with less. 
It’s all about making use of what ground 
we have left, maintaining sustainability and 
getting a safe product to our consumer.”  

By the Numbers
Using Hereford genetics in a rotational crossbreeding system, like Kelley does, can 
maximize heterosis, and the American Hereford Association’s (AHA) profit-based 
indexes make it easier to select Hereford sires that fit specific herds. 

For example, the Brahman Influence Index (BII$) is designed for production 
systems using Brahman-Hereford cross cows, where replacements will be retained 
and steer calves will be marketed as commodity beef. Fertility and longevity are 
weighted heavily in the index. There is a slightly positive weight on weaning 
weight, mature cow weight and milk, which accounts for enough growth but 
ensures females do not increase inputs. There is some negative emphasis on Dry 
Matter Intake, but a positive weighting on carcass weight. BII$ also positively 
weights carcass traits with the assumption that non-replacement females and 
steer calves will be hung on the rail through a commodity-based program, as 
they will not qualify for Certified Hereford Beef®. The BII$ can help commercial 
producers easily identify Hereford genetics suited to their goals and Brahman-
influenced cow herds.

Likewise, AHA offers two other profit-driven production indexes — Baldy 
Maternal Index (BMI$) and Certified Hereford Beef (CHB$) — to compare potential 
bulls. Like BII$, the BMI$ takes both maternal and terminal profit points into 
account. This index assumes the Hereford bull will be used in a commercial Angus 
herd that will retain replacement females and market steer calves and non-
replacement females. CHB$ is a strictly terminal index modeled for cattle producers 
using Hereford bulls on commercial Angus females; it assumes the entire calf crop 
will be fed and marketed through the Certified Hereford Beef program. 

Find out more about these indexes and other traits included in the AHA’s 
genetic evaluation at Hereford.org/genetics/breed-improvement/.  
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