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At almost any Wagyu event you will hear about the importance of gathering and recording data to 

get the Expected Progeny Differences (EPDs).  EPDs predict differences expected in the performance of 

future progeny of two or more bulls within the same breed for traits including marbling, rib eye area, back 

fat, and carcass weight.  Jerry Reeves believes that having these data are the key to having a successful 

Wagyu herd - both personally and as a breed association - and as such, he has been working for years to 

collect carcass trait data to determine and utilize his best Wagyu bulls.   

Jerry Reeves grew up on the west side of Oregon in logging and stump ranching country.  He 

participated in 4-H, raising both sheep and cattle.  After high school, he went to Oregon State University 

for both his undergraduate and masters degrees in Animal Science.  He then continued his education by 

earning his doctoral degree from the University of Nebraska.  For his post doc studies, Jerry worked at 

Tulane Medical School with Dr. Andrew Schally, who won the Nobel prize in medicine in 1977 for his 

work in determining the structure of many hypothalamic hormones.  One of those hormones was GnRH, 

the releasing hormone that regulates reproduction in all mammals.    

In 1970, Jerry was hired by the Washington State University (WSU) Department of Animal 

Sciences.  He had a split appointment in research and teaching and was on the faculty for 37 years.  It was 

while working there that Jerry was given the opportunity to evaluate the potential of Wagyu cattle.   

The state of Washington had an international marketing program with funding to do research on 

potential products for export, with a particular emphasis on products for Pacific Rim countries like Japan, 

China, and Korea.  In 1988, the directors of the marketing program knew that Japan was going to lift its 

import meat quota in 3 years.  They also knew that the Japanese were only able to produce about one-third 

of the meat that they would consume.  Australia and the United States were going to be in competition to be 

the providers of the other two-thirds.  Strategically, the directors needed to put together a team to find out 

what kind of meat their target consumer wanted and how to approach them.  Jerry, Ray Wright, and Ray 

Jussuame made up the team WSU sent to Japan.  At that time Jerry had never even heard of the Wagyu 

breed.     

While in the Tokyo and Osaka marketplaces, Jerry and his teammates witnessed Wagyu cattle 

carcasses being auctioned off straight from the rail.  The average carcass was going for $6,000 with an 

occasional carcass fetching $16,000.  Seeing that the carcasses were marbled so much more than the beef 

produced in the United States at that time, the team realized that “our choice meat wasn’t going to cut it.”  

They returned to the States with the recommendation to bring the Wagyu breed into the US and raise beef 

to export to the Japanese market.  The team’s concept was approved, and the first black Wagyu were 

brought into the state of Washington by New Era Genetics, now called World K’s, in 1993. 

Reeves’s ranch, the Bar R Cattle Co., is located in Washington along the breaks of the Snake 

River approximately 30 miles from the Idaho border.  The term “breaks” refers to the cliffs between the 

river and the top farmland.  That upper farmland is called the Palouse and is the same area that the Nez 

Perce natives bred the Appaloosa horse.  The Palouse is considered to be the most productive dryland 

wheat farming area in the world.  Break land is rocky and has few uses except for hunting, recreation, and 

raising cattle.  In some places the ranch is not fenced because there are cliffs, and those drop-offs do lead to 

an occasional loss.  Last year, two heifers were lost to the cliffs.  The Reeves’s home is situated at the top 

of the breaks some 2,000 feet above the river bottom affording them great views in every direction.  Their 

rangeland is located on the opposite side of the Snake River.  “For me to feed our cows in the winter 

months I have to go across the river via Lower Granite dam daily.  This is one of four dams on the Snake 

river environmentalists would like removed to improve the fish runs.” 

The Reeves started out raising Angus Simmental commercial cattle.  “Since we always had kids in 

4-H who showed at county fairs, we bred our cattle with a touch more club calf bulls to be phenotypically 

more impressive than normal commercial cattle.”  In 1990, Bar R Cattle Co. registered its first Wagyu half-



blood animal, becoming AWA member number 20.  It now has the distinction of holding the longest active 

AWA membership. 

Back in 1975, four Wagyu bulls were brought into the United States.  These four bulls are 

commonly referred to as “the old genetics.”  Reeves started working with these genetics right away – 

raising Wagyu cattle and making improvements on them through the use of carcass progeny test data and 

EPDs.  The cattle imported in the 1990’s were superior to the old genetics in carcass traits.  “Recently with 

the aid of DNA, we went through all our animals to identify those with genetic defects common in the 

Wagyu breed.  We selected bulls free of defects to use in our breeding program.  We are also collecting 

efficiency data through GrowSafe bull tests.”  GrowSafe’s system records how much feed a bull eats every 

time it goes to the bunk.  It also weighs the animal every time it goes to water.  This allows a breeder to 

select for residual feed intake (RFI), a form of feed efficiency. 

“The first thing that we test all our bulls for is RFI,” says Reeves.  “Then we progeny test.  We 

collect semen, put it into a herd of commercial heifers with a reference sire so there will be connectivity 

between herds, and breed the calves.  Then we follow the resulting calves through to slaughter, which takes 

3 or 4 years.  Once we get the carcass data back we select the best sires and sell semen from these superior 

sires.  Having that data…that’s the key.” 

After moving its focus towards Wagyu, Bar R’s primary business for quite a while was leasing 

bulls to Angus breeders for heifer calving ease and buying the calves back at a premium.  Then the calves 

would be sold to companies who were finishing them and exporting the product to Japan.  Bar R Cattle Co. 

continued to do this successfully until Mad Cow disease hit in late 2003.  “I thought it was going to be the 

ruination of the Wagyu breed and the United States beef export business,” said Reeves.  “All of a sudden 

the people who finished the cattle couldn’t export the meat, and they had to find restaurants in the US to 

sell to.  Cattle exporters took a big price cut.  It took about a year for the US restaurant owners to figure out 

how good the American Wagyu meat (primarily a F1 product) was.  The restaurant market in the US today 

is better than the Japanese market was before Mad Cow disease.”  

The other side of Reeves’s business evolved when Gerald (Gerry) Pittenger, owner of Blue Rock 

Cattle Co., and Jerry partnered to create BR2 Wagyu Genetics LLC, a Limited Liability Company to lease 

bulls and sell semen and embryos.  By partnering they could provide bulls for the commercial herds they 

were supplying, and by creating an LLC they were mitigating the risk of a lawsuit if a bull got out in a non-

open range state and someone was hurt.  The partnership lasted until Gerry decided to sell for health 

reasons.  Jerry bought his bull battery out and is full owner of BR2 Wagyu Genetics LLC.  He explained 

that “Snake River Farms purchased the right to all the commercial F1 calves BR2 Wagyu Genetics LLC 

produce and this uniquely allows us to get the carcass data we need for our production system.” 

Between the two companies, Reeves has cattle in four states: Washington, Montana, Idaho, and 

South Dakota.  When he gets a call in the middle of the night that his cows or bulls are out, he starts with 

the question, “Which state are we talking about?”  Sometimes his bulls will have three different brands on 

them because of the differing brand laws in each state.  Jerry admits that two companies is a little confusing 

at times but explained it this way, “Bar R Cattle Co. will sell you cows or a bull.  BR2 Wagyu Genetics will 

lease the bull from Bar R and then lease it to co-operators.  Semen from these bulls is owned and sold 

through BR2.” 

According to Reeves, Bar R Cattle Co. is not big, and he doesn’t want it to get big.  He combines 

his land with leased land to run approximately 120 cows and 90 bulls. They have 24 head of steers in the 

feedlot, and they slaughter 2 animals per month to send meat to restaurants in San Francisco.  “Restaurants 

just want steaks and hamburgers.  There are some good cuts left, and it is a shame to put them into 

hamburger.”  As Jerry was looking for ways to utilize more of the different cuts of meat, Reeves’s son had 

the creative idea to sell the bones cut into silver dollar thickness and then frozen to pet stores.   Doing this 

makes enough money to pay for transporting the meat from Washington to San Francisco.  

For the future, Bar R Cattle Co. is trying to develop a purebred line of polled (not horned) Wagyu 

bred up from Angus cattle.  “We think that this is going to be important particularly in Europe and 



Australia, as Europe is outlawing dehorning.  Horns on cattle are difficult to work with, and we expect to 

see more resistance from the public to dehorning.  It makes it much simpler if you have an animal born 

without horns.” 

Several of the Reeves family members have made working with Wagyu part of their life.  In 

Wagyu World’s most recent issue, Jerry’s son, Fred, and his wife Kim, were featured in the article “Home 

Raised” with their restaurant, Brickhouse Café and Saloon located in San Francisco.  Since its inception in 

2001, Brickhouse Café has been directly sourcing its Wagyu beef from Bar R Cattle Co.   

Christine, Jerry’s oldest daughter, is a stay at home mom who keeps the books for the ranch.  She 

handles all of the transportation, marketing, and money issues.  She also owns her own business called 

American Wagyu Beef, based in Hawaii.  When American beef exports were brought to a halt, Christine 

worked closely with large Japanese beef companies who were raising Wagyu beef in the United States 

solely to export to Japan.  Currently American Wagyu Beef sells a limited supply of hand selected natural 

Wagyu from the family farm to restaurants and families along the west coast who prefer a ranch-to-table 

experience.  

Arlie, the middle daughter, is in charge of the website and all things technical.  She is pursuing her 

graduate degree at Northeastern in Boston.  Her degree will be in political science with an emphasis on post 

conflict restoration of countries with an emphasis in agriculture.  She hopes to help countries that are 

experiencing issues by working with local governments to set new policy and reestablish themselves on the 

world market with agriculture.    

Reeves’s youngest daughter, Josie, is currently pursing her AA degree at Spokane Falls 

Community College.  “Each of the kids has come back after leaving home with more interest in the cattle 

now than when they left.  Now they really like it when they come home.  They round up cattle and brand 

and help with the books.  They help with fence building and all that stuff.”    

Jerry says his wife Heidi is “our number one hired hand and my support through the whole thing.  

She is my main sounding block for major decisions.”  Heidi has a Masters degree in Animal Sciences and 

is a Numerator for the USDA presently evaluating wheat crops in Whitman county.  She also works part 

time in the Department of Animal Sciences lab at WSU taking care of mice and rats.  “She takes care of all 

the chores when I am traveling, and she takes care of me,” chuckles Jerry.         

The Reeves family and Bar R Cattle Company cordially invite you to come visit the state they live 

in and love and see the kind of cattle that can be produced through a life-long passion for using genetic data 

to better the breed at their first production sale being held May 21, 2016, at their ranch.  They hope to see 

you there.    

 
 


