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Born and raised in Montgomery, Alabama, Watkins, or 
Wat, as many know him, is no stranger to agriculture 
and the work it takes to be successful. His family has 
a deep history of agriculture in the southeast. The 

original Johnston place, a plantation in Virginia called Midfield 
Plantation, is where his great-great-grandfather made a living in 
the late 1600’s farming tobacco. This dates back to days of the 
Pilgrims, Indians and the Virginia Colony. Tobacco was a heavily 
farmed crop in this day and was a major trade item and income 
producer for colonists. Tobacco was the cash crop of choice from 
this point on into the 17th and 18th centuries. Fast-forward to the 
ending of The War of 1812, we are brought to the start of the 
Johnston legacy in Alabama.

After the War of 1812, a major opportunity to buy land arose 
when the government didn’t have the funds to pay Andrew 
Jackson’s soldiers and therefore paid them in land further 
south and west. Realizing that they didn’t have much use 
for this land, many soldiers began to sell their land and Wat’s 
great-grandfather seized the chance to invest heavily in fresh 
land in the southern part of Alabama where the ranch is today. 
Toward the end of the Civil War and the surrender at Appomattox 
Courthouse, the family was exhausted financially. The eldest 
son, Watkins Cook, was sent South to operate the Alabama 
plantations. Cotton was the main product of the Plantation until 
1946 when Wat’s father got out of the Navy and came back to 
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the farm. He realized that the land was depleted from cotton 
production and opted to make the switch to cattle.  He started 
improving the pastures and preparing the land to raise cattle. 
For a short period of time, he operated a dairy business before 
he made the change to beef cattle for good. This was the start 
of what is now an amazing outfit raising quality seed stock and 
commercial cattle.

In the beginning, the business was not easy for the Johnston’s. 
They did not have much experience with cattle nor did their 
neighbors. In those days there was only limited knowledge 
of grasses and husbandry. Breeding availability was limited 
to Hereford. In fact some of the first Angus cattle in central 
Alabama were introduced by Watkins Sr., having been purchased 
in Kentucky. Most progress was made by trial and error.

Wat spent a lot of time on the family ranch in Letohatchee, 
Alabama. He and his brothers, Ray and Frank, have always had a 
large interest in raising cattle.  After graduating from Washington 
and Lee University in 1964 and serving 2 years in the military as 
an infantry officer, Wat decided it was his true passion to run 
the family business and make his living in cattle. At that time 
the original herds had evolved into crossbred cows, using Santa 
Gertrudis, Charolais, and Simbrah bulls. Fescue was one of 
the main grasses, so they quickly learned that cattle with some 
Brahman influence were needed. After years of searching for the 
right cross to bring much needed uniformity and performance, 
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Wat settled on Brangus and never looked back.

After the passing of Watkins Sr. in 1991, Wat along with his 
brothers, Ray and Frank, bought as many of the cattle as they 
could. They clearly wanted to continue their father’s legacy of 
raising quality cattle. Early on they learned that top end bulls 
were the best investment to quickly upgrade their herds. 

Wat gradually increased the size of his operation and eventually 
tripled the original acreage of the property that they started 
with. Over the years the primary goal has always been a cow-calf 
operation; however Wat has been involved in the stocker and fed 
cattle spectrum when these markets were appealing.  

After retiring from a career in real estate, Wat’s brother 
Frank quickly expanded his cow-calf operation using Brangus 
bulls. His cattle are marketed under the name Leto Farms. His 
replacement heifer’s have consistently been sought after by many 
ranches and last year topped the GENETRUST Spring sale at 
Cavender Ranches. Frank just like the other two brothers enjoys 
being in the business of producing great cattle.

Ray decided that he wanted to grow in the registered aspect 
of the Brangus breed. The brothers kept the same goals in mind 
and that was to make good hardy cattle that could adapt, survive, 
and breed right back every time. As Ray pursued the registered 
Brangus, Wat continued raising the same quality of commercial 
cattle in the same exact environment, as their pastures are 
practically neighboring each other. The three operations worked 
hand in hand as Wat and Frank used registered Brangus bulls on 
their commercial herd giving Ray the information he needed to 
make advancements with the registered animals. They managed 
the herds to be self-sufficient and as Wat puts it, “The registered 
cattle are bred to perform for the commercial cattleman”. This is, 
and will continue to be the business structure. “We sell our steers 
at a premium directly to Cargill and they come back for more 
every year. We have also been able to establish a good market 
for our second cut of heifers which are sold as replacements.” 
said Wat. Through top genetics, a tough culling process and 
using Artificial Insemination (AI) on first cut heifers, Wat will 
aggressively continue to grow and improve his herd.

As Ray continued to build his registered herd, he was given 
the opportunity to be a partner in the GENETRUST alliance. 
He has marketed his cattle under the name Johnston Farms 
in GENETRUST sales for the last seven years. This opened up 
opportunities for him to expand the quality of his genetics to 
some of the best in the breed. Ray has spent the last 10 years 
developing cattle to fit the needs of cattlemen across the country.

In 2006, Ray purchased a real quality set of Angus cows from 
Camp Cooley Ranch to begin his Ultrablack program. The 
herd was established using Brangus bulls, such as Guardian, to 
breed up to Brangus. The Ultrablack program will continue to 
be a smart breeding tool for introducing new genetics from the 
Angus breed. Some of the high accuracy Angus bulls used in this 
program include Final Answer and Consensus.

The Brangus herd originated with a number of top female 
purchases from Camp Cooley Ranch and the Florida based 
Heldon Farms. Other top female purchases were made from 
Chimney Rock Cattle Company, prior to GENETRUST’s 
inception and a select group of pairs and females from Wynn 
Ranch, Fort Myers, Florida in 2007.

The very popular sire, Brightside of Brinks, a top ribeye sire that 
traced back to the great Transformer of Brinks was purchased. 
Additional purchases include the sires Landau 263X2, Guardian 
of Brinks 9U8U5 and Roll Tide 222Z29, along with multiple top 
females representing proven, predictable, and popular Brangus 
bloodlines.

After 10 years of building one of the most respected Brangus 
herds in the country, Ray decided that it was time to sell his herd. 
This was a huge decision on his part, but the really difficult part 
was deciding who would get to acquire the years of breeding 
advancement and the great genetics that were formed over the 
years of his venture in the cattle business. After giving it lots of 
thought, the Johnston’s knew that dividing the herd that took 
years to create was not the right option. The two brothers came 
to an agreement that involved Wat buying out Ray’s herd. It 
took a lot of thought and preparation but at the end of the day 
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(continued from page 51) 
it was a “no-brainer”. The two operations had been working well 
together all this time, so why stop now? “Ray built a great herd 
that has taken years to create, and it would have been sad to see 
them dispersed across the country. He worked to develop the 
best genetics and acquired years of knowledge and trial and error 
to create cattle that would work in all facets of the industry. “I 
could not let the opportunity pass us by” said Wat. Wat considers 
this to be a great honor and a definite privilege, as he knows the 
time and commitment it took to build such an operation. Wat 
is extremely proud to carry on the operation that has been set 
forth by his brother. Wat will continue what Ray started, and 
that is making Brangus genetics that work for the commercial 
cattleman. After all, that is the goal of the breed. Wat will be 
marketing these cattle through GENETRUST sales in future 
under the name Johnston Brangus.

Not only will this venture affect Wat’s current operations in 
a great way, but it will also have a lasting affect on the future 
generations that are closely associated with the Johnston ranch. 
Watkins Johnston III, Wat’s son, is also involved in the business 
and is equally proud to continue Uncle Ray’s success. In fact all 
of Wat’s children have a vested concern in the properties. Seven 
grandchildren keep Wat and his wife, Carol, busy. They hope they 
will carry on the business as they all seem to take a great deal 
of interest in the ranch. Carol has been with Wat every step of 
the way in their marriage of almost fifty years!  They thoroughly 
enjoy working side by side and making a 
living in the best way they can imagine. 
They are both thrilled to move forward 
with their family and friends in the 
Brangus business. Wat is also very proud 
of his team on the ranch. “Long time, 
Manager, Alan Haney has done a great 
job executing the vision raising top 
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quality cattle.  His team, Charlie Harrison, Charlie McKinnon, 
and Clarence Bruce have also been a big part of whatever success 
we have had. I look forward to continuing what we have started 
with these men.” says Wat.

Recently, the Johnston’s cattle business has been added to the 
Alabama Historical Register for being in consistent operation 
for over one-hundred years. The Johnston’s often wonder how 
the family has kept the properties together through The War 
Between the States, reconstruction, two Worlds Wars, multiple 
financial recessions and depressions. Clearly, The Lord has had 
his way!

Another chapter in the Johnston ranching legacy includes 
the purchase of a ranch outside the United States. About fifteen 
years ago, Wat purchased a ranch in Argentina called Estancia 
Flor de Lis. Starting from zero, the ranch has now expanded to 
a large herd of Angus cattle. Also, crops of corn, soybeans, grain 
sorgum and alfalfa are raised on the ranch as well. The family 
has thoroughly enjoyed this investment and looks forward to the 
opportunities it presents. 

With great breeders across the country and even across the 
world, the International Brangus Breeders Association is proud 
to highlight the successes of its members. The Brangus breed is 
a great breed that has so much to offer the cattle industry. We 
are happy to follow up on accounts such as this article and the 
few that have preceded it in the journal. If you have a neat story 
to share we would love to hear it and pass it along. As always, 

feel free to contact the IBBA office at any 
time. We are here to help and excited 
about what Brangus has in store. BJ


