MORE THAN A -MAROON JACKET

Four NJHA board of directors retire after three years of dedicated service.

by Gentry Warner

or three years, the maroon
jacket symbolizes a commitment
to serving the breed and leaving a

legacy for the next generation. Retiring
National Junior Hereford Association
(NJHA) directors, Salem Sifford, Sam
Birdsall, Lauren Gatz and Harlee
Watson, passed their coveted maroon
jackets to newly elected leaders during
the 2026 VitaFerm® Junior National
Hereford Expo (JNHE), Madison, Wis.,
while handing down a legacy built

on compassion.

Finding a purpose

NJHA chairman, Salem Sifford,
Goldvein, Va., can’t recall a time
without Hereford cattle. Before

she was old enough to enter the
showring, her parents decided on the
white-faced breed.

“The year I was born, my parents
went to the JNHE in Tunica, Miss.,”
Sifford says. “They came home and
said, “This is the breed we want to be
a part of.””

Growing up in North Carolina,
Sifford learned from mentors who
modeled servant leadership. When it
came time to campaign for the board,
Sifford’s message centered around a
simple reminder: “Know your ‘why’
before your ‘what.””

For Sifford, leadership always
starts with purpose. “I wanted juniors
to understand why they were doing
something before focusing on what
they were doing,” she says.

When she was elected, relief quickly
gave way to purpose. The maroon
jacket represented more than a title
for Sifford. It symbolized a tradition
built by generations of leaders, and it
challenged board members to leave the
program stronger than they found it.

“It already has so much history
behind it,” she says. “But it also has
so much in front of it. Every person
who wears it has the opportunity to
continue growing what those before
them started.”

Throughout her three-year term,
Sifford says the relationships she built
with fellow directors at events became
her favorite memories — each of
those experiences strengthening their
friendship, while allowing the board to
shape the future of the association.

“I learned to listen before I spoke,”
Sifford says. “It helped me become
more intentional with my words and
more aware of how I represent myself
and the people around me.”

Reflecting on her service, Sifford
hopes her greatest impact is measured
by the way she treated people.

“I hope there’s at least one junior
member who can say I smiled at them
when they needed it or I was there
when they needed someone,” she says.

Relieved of the duty to report to
the grand drive, each step through the
barn reminded her that one chapter had
ended, while another was just beginning
for the four newly elected directors.
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“Pm proud of what our board
accomplished,” Sifford says. “And 'm
excited to watch the next group do
incredible things.”

She hopes all juniors will carry this
advice with them.

“Be kind,” she says. “Be thankful
for every opportunity you’ve
been given.

Serving with joy

The retiring NJHA vice chairman,
Sam Birdsall, Torrington, Wyo., was
raised with the white-faced breed. His
parents met through the Hereford
breed, and the JNHE was a long-held
Birdsall family tradition. Sam began
showing in 2012, growing up alongside
the association that would help

shape him.

“The association has done a lot
for me,” Birdsall says. “Whether it
was the Pen-to-Pen program, Faces of
Leadership or the contests at junior
national, I felt like it was right to
give back.”

Those experiences inspired him to
run for the board. His campaign was
centered around his belief that excellent
leaders inspire others to dream more
and do more as they themselves
become more along the way. Birdsall
tried to live by that message during
his tenure.

He still recalls standing among
a large group of board candidates,
uncertain whether his name would
be called.

“T was speechless,” Birdsall says.
“I was joyful, grateful and honestly
relieved when I got my jacket.”

Passing that maroon jacket to the
next leader brought a different set
of emotions.

“It was bittersweet,” he says.
“Walking out of the ring after my
last class as both a junior member
and director, I realized this chapter
was over.”
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Birdsall doesn’t want his
legacy to be defined by titles or
accomplishments. Instead, he hopes he
is remembered for the small moments.

“T hope I put a smile on at least one
junior member’s face. Whether it was
something I did or something I said, I
hope 1 lifted someone up,” he says.

Birdsall encourages NJHA members
to embrace every opportunity and enjoy
the journey. “Cherish every moment,
even the difficult ones,” he says. “Fall
back on your passion for the breed.
That’s what will carry you through.”

Leading with intention

As a second-generation Hereford
breeder, retiring NJHA leadership
chair Lauren Gatz, Fairview, Kan., also
has a lifelong passion for the breed.

She showed her first Hereford at 7
years old.

Although the cattle sparked her
passion, it was the people who inspired
her to lead.

“We didn’t always have the best
cattle, and I didn’t win a lot of
contests,” Gatz says. “But there were
so many older members who invested
in me when I was a little kid.”

Watching those leaders mentor
younger members inspired her to
give back.

After finishing her reign as the
2022 National Hereford Queen, Gatz
expected to step away from leadership.
Instead, mentors, like Angie Denton
and former NJHA board member
Ralston Ripp Braden, encouraged her
to continue serving.

“Angie has always been someone
who’s pushed and challenged me,” says
Gatz. “I've always admired the way
she serves others and how intentional
she is about investing in the people
around her.”

When Gatz campaigned for the
junior board, her platform centered
on the phrase: “Serving with passion;
leading with purpose.” Three years
later, she believes those words became
a foundation for her time as director.

To Lauren, it represented more than
an election, it symbolized her peers
trusting her with the responsibility to
lead. “The jacket symbolizes tradition,
but it also pushes you to a higher
standard,” she says.
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Retiring is bittersweet
for Gatz. While the role
required sacrifice, the
friendships and mentors
she gained will remain
with her.

Gatz encourages
young people to embrace
every opportunity the
association has to offer.

“Say, ‘Yes,” she says.
“There are so many
opportunities that can
seem scary, but once
you put yourself in
those positions, there’s
so much opportunity
for growth. I truly
believe there’s something
in this association
for everyone.”

Above all, she
hopes her legacy is
measured not by titles or
accomplishments but by
the lives she touched.

“I hope people
thought I was intentional
about what I did when
I was on the board,”
Gatz says. “If I made
an impact on one kid, I
interacted with, then it
would all be worth it.
That’s the legacy I hope 1
leave behind.”

Growing through
change
Retiring NJHA director
Harlee Watson,
Flemingsburg, Ky.,
attended her first JNHE
as an infant in 2006.
“My parents went
to junior nationals and
said, “This is the breed
we want our kids to be
raised in,”” Watson says.
“When I was 5, they
bought three Hereford
heifers, and it’s been
Hereford ever since.”
She watched older
NJHA members from
Kentucky lead. Steven
Green, Austin Cole

continued on page 68...

Pictured with Keysto Stotz, Skiatook, Okla., (left) and Suzanne and
Andrew Matheny, Mayslick, Ky., (right) are retiring board members
(from top to bottom): Salem Sifford, Goldvein, Va.; Sam Birdsall,
Torrington, Wyo.; Lauren Gatz, Fairview, Kan.; and Harlee Watson,
Flemingsburg, Ky.
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and the Matheny family showed
her what wearing the maroon
jacket represented.

“I always looked up to the board
members,” Watson says. “Getting to
watch them grow through those roles
made me realize I wanted to serve one
day, too.”

When the opportunity came,
Watson built her campaign around a
simple message: Change is inevitable.
Growth is optional.

Those words challenged her to
embrace every opportunity that
came along.

“No matter what happens, you're
always going to change,” she says.
“The important part is deciding
how you’re going to grow and
how you’re going to respond when
opportunities come.”

Watson credits much of her success
to the people she’s met along the
way. She recalls countless afternoons
around the Matheny family’s kitchen
table, where Suzanne Matheny helped
her prepare speeches and encouraged
her to pursue leadership.
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“They were always there for me,”
she says. “A lot of the credit goes to
them, besides my parents.”

Receiving the maroon jacket remains
one of the most unforgettable moments
of her junior career.

“I was speechless,” Watson says. “I
was joyful, grateful and honored that
my peers trusted me to represent them.”

Throughout her three-year term,
Watson says one lesson continued
to stand out — gratitude. Whether
thanking sponsors or receiving kind
words, she gained a new appreciation
for small gestures.

“You don’t realize how much those
sponsors do for us until you see it from
the other side,” she says. “And after
a long day, you always remember the
kids who come up and simply say,
‘Thank you.”

While saying goodbye was difficult,
she says watching new leaders step into
the role reminded her that the future of
the association is bright.

“Some days are long and tiring,”
Watson says. “But it’s all worth it
when you see those kids smile and
realize you’re part of something bigger
than yourself.”

Looking back, Watson hopes she
made a junior member feel valued. “If
I made one junior feel like they did
something big, then that was a win in
my book.”

Her advice to future leaders is
rooted in the same message that
carried her campaign three years ago.

“You choose your own legacy,”
she says. “You get to write your own
story. You can’t control everything
that happens to you, but you can
control how you respond. That’s what
defines your legacy.”

The maroon jackets have been
passed along, but the influence of
those who wore them continues. For
three years, Sifford, Gatz, Birdsall
and Watson invested in something
larger than themselves. They
planned conferences, traveled across
the country, answered countless
questions in the barn and showring,
and encouraged junior members.
While each hopes to be remembered
for something different — purpose,
intentionality, joy and growth — they
all believe leadership is measured by
the lives it touches. HW

Four retiring NJHA board members handed off their maroon jackets at the 2026 JNHE. Pictured (I to r) are Salem Sifford, Goldvein, Va.; Harlee Watson,
Flemingsburg, Ky.; Lauren Gatz, Fairview, Kan.; and Sam Birdsall, Torrington, Wyo.
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