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 Spring Rock Farm gets its name from its location, between the towns of Springfield and 

Rockingham, Vermont.  “The farm is about 2 miles down the road from where I went to high 

school in Springfield,” says Sheila Patinkin.  “It’s on top of a hill, located in a national historic 

district.  Many of the houses were built in the late 1700’s.  This area was settled very early; this 

farm is more than 200 years old.  When I found it, this place was run down and hadn’t been 

farmed for about 60 years.” 

 She bought it partly as a place to retire, after working as a pediatrician in Chicago.  “My 

family still lives in this area and I thought it would be nice to retire here.  I fell in love with this 

farm the moment I saw it,” says Sheila. 

 The farm had hayfields and she needed to decide whether to renovate them for growing 

hay, or put animals on them.  “I was traveling out west in Montana that summer, in 2007, with 

my daughter, and visited a cousin who raises Angus and Wagyu.  He said that if I was thinking 

of getting cattle, he suggested that Wagyu might be a nice option.  He introduced me to some 

Wagyu hamburger, and I was hooked,” she says. 

 “My daughter and I came home and tried to figure out how to find some Wagyu.  We 

found embryos for sale, but no live animals at that time.  We ended up buying 20 embryos and 

put them into surrogate cows—some Angus and whatever we could find.  This resulted in 10 

calves born in 2008,” she says. 

 The embryos came from Crescent Harbor in Washington state, and Sutton Creek in 

Oregon.  The present herd at Spring Rock Farm basically grew from those 10 original calves.  

“We now have over 150 head of full-blood Wagyu on the farm and 30 surrogate cows.  Our goal 

is to phase out of the embryo production once we get our herd size up to where we want it; doing 

the embryo work is very time-consuming,” Sheila says. 

 Spring Rock Farm sells meat to customers in New England and New York City.  “Our 

main buyer, from the beginning, has been Gramercy Tavern in New York City and we love 

working with them.  The chef, Mike Anthony, is well known; he is one of the winners of the 

James Baird Best in Manhattan Chef’s Award 2 years ago,” she says. 

 When she had her first steer to harvest, she called Mike Anthony and met with him.  At 

that point in time she had never seen her meat yet, never sold any meat, but had a steer to bring 

to market in a month and wanted to ask Chef Anthony if he was interested.  “My stomach was all 

butterflies because I didn’t know where I was going to sell my meat.  I walked into Gramercy 

and he granted me 10 minutes of his time—and 45 minutes later he told me he would take half of 

the animal,” Sheila recalls. 

 “He took the meat, and ever since then Gramercy Tavern has taken some of nearly every 

animal ready to market.  We are now up to 60 cow-calf pairs, with a goal of increasing the herd 

to around 75 to 100 pairs.  We want to stay small, but even this number is a big herd these days, 

for fullblood Wagyu,” she explains. 

 “We don’t have any purebreds and we don’t have any F1s.  I think the name of the game 

with Wagyu is genetics and trying to produce the best meat in the world.  To understand the 

meat, you have to understand the genetics,” she says. 

 Their breeding program has come a long way in a short time, but she wishes they could 

have done it even faster.  “This is our goal on the farm, to keep on a schedule and stay the course 



and make it happen.  Our biggest problem now is that we’ve outgrown our boundaries and are 

constantly trying to find new lease land around town.  This has been happening; local farmers 

and neighbors have seen what we are doing and fallen in love with our project.  The next thing 

we knew, they were calling us up and telling us they’d like to have some Wagyu on their farm.  

Being able to lease more land in our area enabled us to grow,” Sheila says. 

 “We have a great team that loves to learn.  They are constantly pushing themselves in 

terms of the latest agricultural practices here in Vermont.  We work closely with the University 

of Vermont’s Sustainable Ag Department and push ourselves that way, as well.  We think of 

ourselves as progressive beef farmers, not just Wagyu breeders—with a goal of consistently 

maintaining some of the best meat in the world.” 

  

BACKGROUND – Sheila grew up in Springfield, Vermont.  She went to college and spent a 

year in Sweden, studying.  “The family that I stayed with, the father was a veterinarian.  I think 

he inspired me to love farm animals and medicine.  I ended up being a pediatrician but always 

loved animals,” she says. 

 When she left Chicago after her medical career and bought this farm, she was still 

working part-time in Chicago and travelled back and forth—with a goal of eventually retiring 

here.  “As the farm grew, and my interest was mainly here, it pushed my retirement date closer 

because I wanted to be at the farm.  I just love waking up here every morning and walking 

outside among the herd, seeing who is new that morning and who is doing well—and taking care 

of any that are not doing well,” says Sheila.  

 This has become a passion.  There is something innate in most of us, feeling at home with 

animals and being happy and content working with them.  Living on the farm has been a delight 

for Sheila. 

 She has four children, three grandchildren and another one on the way.  “Two of my 

children (and one grandchild) live in New York City.  Another lives in Chicago and the other in 

Portland, Oregon.  They are spread out, and when we got the farm I think one of the reasons they 

liked the idea so much was that they knew I’d be happy here—feeling comfortable in this part of 

the world and being near my own siblings.  I am one of five, and my siblings are nearby.  My 

kids like to come here; they like the farm house because it’s big enough for all of them to spread 

out in if they are here all at once,” she says.   

The family felt very torn apart with the loss of her husband 10 years ago.  So when she 

purchased the farm 8 years ago, her family thought it was a nice change from Chicago.  “The 

goal was to gradually ease back into Vermont and away from Chicago, with the thought that this 

would be a great retiring place, and it just sped up a bit as the farm grew,” she explains. 

“I retired my pediatric license last year and became a fulltime farmer.   I still practice 

medicine with my animals!  I think my background as a doctor helps with understanding both the 

genetics and the medicine behind a lot of the health care.  My background in pediatrics in my 

research was genetics.  I spent a lot of time working with the genetics of autistic children.  My 

background in genetics helps in the cattle breeding, to understand the chromosomal issues,” 

explains Sheila. 

 

THE WAGYU PROGRAM – The nutrition program for the finishing cattle is primarily 

forage—mainly grass fed with a grain supplement.  “Their diets are about 30 to 40% grain 

supplemented, on a dry matter basis, with a little protein.  The rest is all grass or hay.  We 



consistently produce meat that is well beyond prime in terms of marbling.  We are able to raise a 

highly marbled animal with this nutritional level,” she says. 

 “We live in essentially a northern rain forest here, with green forage 5 months of the year.  

The protein level in our grasses and hay is pretty high.  This helps with the diet and the cows end 

up with a very good nutritional content that is not grain fed.  This helps give us a well-marbled 

animal without being in the toxic range of a feedlot grain-based diet.  We have the best of both 

worlds, and never have to worry about drought,” says Sheila. 

 There is a lot of water on the farm, with a brook that runs through the basement of the 

house.  “We had a very rainy summer and at the moment I am trying to figure out how to get my 

basement less moldy!” 

 The cow herd calves almost year-round, in order to have animals maturing for harvest at 

different times of year.  “We can calve safely outside from about May 1 until November 1.  The 

other 6 months are generally too cold, but we are in the process of putting up a warmer barn that 

will allow us to calve year-round.  Right now we use a 1790’s barn that we’ve refurbished, but 

it’s not heated.  We are able to calve in it during March and in November, but not during the 

colder months.  We can’t calve during December, January and February because it gets down to 

minus 35 degrees.  I don’t think the Wagyu are hardy enough.  There are a lot of Highlanders 

here in Vermont and they do well here, but the Wagyu calves are not quite as hardy for the first 

48 hours of life,” says Sheila. 

 None of the cows are ever grain fed.  They are on grass, and hay in winter.  “Our biggest 

problem with our cows is obesity.  It’s difficult to get an obese cow pregnant if you are trying to 

do AI or embryo transfer work.  Our cows do very well on grass, and even if we run out of grass 

and put them on hay, they stay fat; the nutritional value of the hay is high enough to keep them 

fat.  We try to put our fattest cows in our worst pastures, but they still stay fat,” she says. 

 “We would like to be able to calve year round, with maybe just a 3 month break.  This 

would help with our marketing, if we could have meat for sale throughout the year.  That’s our 

goal but right now we are a little shy of that because we don’t have enough stalls in the old barn 

to make it work, even using calf coats for the baby calves.  This is why we want to build a new 

barn with indoor heating and enough stalls to have 6 cows at a time calving.  We just need 

enough space to have the pregnant cows—the ones that are about to give birth—inside during 

those cold times, and for about 2 to 3 weeks after they’ve calved,” Sheila says. 

 There is always something new on the farm, always evolving into the next step, in terms 

of what the needs are, and how to get the farm to run more productively and efficiently, using the 

natural resources.  “We practice rotational grazing; this is very important here in Vermont where 

we have so much grass, because if we can manage it well, we get even more grass, on less land.” 

 Land costs are relatively high and there’s not a lot of agricultural land available where 

they are.  “There’s not enough of it conveniently located for us, to make a farm work well.  It’s 

all hills, and rocks.  There are lots of stone walls in Vermont!  We have lots of rocks, lots of rain, 

and lots of green grass.  It’s just a matter of finding enough of it, near us.” 

 There is increasing interest in Wagyu cattle, and Wagyu meat, so this is a great time to be 

raising these wonderful cattle.  “Every calf born here has a name.  Every year we pick a theme 

for the year, and have a little name game going on here at the farm.  The name of the calf has to 

have something to do with the mother—either the surrogate mother or the real mother, to keep 

the calf connected with the mother,” says Sheila. 

 “There are two criteria when naming the calves.  One is that the name has to match the 

mother in some way, and the other is that it has to do with the theme for the year.  For instance, 



this year it was Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings.  So we have a Gandolf, and Harry, a Frodo, 

Merry, Sauros, Hagrid, Ring, Precious, etc. 

 Many of the calves’ photos (and names) are featured on the website, which is 

www.vermontwagyu.com  along with photos of dogs, cats and bunnies.  “We have a bunny 

named Jack who is not our rabbit.  He is a domestic rabbit who made his way here from a farm 

half a mile down the road.  He wouldn’t let me catch him, but he wanted to live with my 

chickens.  When he couldn’t get in with the chickens, he found the cows.  Ever since then he has 

not left the cows.  He lies on top of the calves and sleeps there when they are lying down, and he 

rubs noses with the cows,” she says. 

 “We finally figured out where he came from, and took him back there 3 times—and he 

kept coming back here.  The third time I finally decided that if a rabbit is going to make its way 

half a mile down the road through the woods to come here, I guess he deserves to stay here.  He 

is caught right now and lives in a pen, but is right next door to the cattle and can give them kisses 

every day.” 

 Living on the farm raising Wagyu is a delight, and a way of life that brings great 

contentment.  Sheila also thoroughly enjoys being able to market a product that gives customers 

such wonderful eating pleasure. 

http://www.vermontwagyu.com/

