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Colorado: Travel one hundred and 
sixty five miles due west from the 
bustling sprawl of Denver’s 
mountain range metropolis and you’ll 
reach the small, straight-street town 
of Burlington, Colorado. As you 
cross the city boundary a sign 
welcomes you in, proudly 
announcing Burlington as the seat of 
Kit Carson County. Ask around and 
you’ll discover it’s the only cit y in 
Kit Carson—but no one is ashamed. 
To make it in Eastern Colorado is a 
thing to be proud of. Find Clay Smith 
at the local VFW Post eating an early 
breakfast, and you’ll see that same 
pride.  
 Clay is the owner and 
operator of Eastern Colorado Seeds, 
a supplier and distributor of 
agricultural supplies. When he started 
ten years ago the name he selected 
might have been judged ambitious by 
some, but today his success far 
exceeds his company’s name. 
Operating from his headquarters and 
main warehouse in Burlington—and 
now with a second warehouse in 
Clovis, New Mexico—he and his 
sales team cover nearly the entire 
western high plains and 
intermountain region. He regularly 
sells to customers in Colorado, New 
Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, 
Nebraska, Wyoming and Utah.  
 The bulk of his business has 
always been seed. Being both a 
distributor and a dealer he moves 
millions of pounds of the stuff ever 
year. Volume wise the vast majority 

of his business is grain; from corn, 
sorghum, and sunflowers to wheat, 
triticale, and oats. But, as he 
explains, his real money maker is 
grass. Mention the word and you will 
see his usually squinted eyes, open 
wide. He’s passionate, excited and 
very knowledgeable on the subject, 
but he readily admits this wasn’t 
always the case. 

After graduating from CSU, 
Clay went to work for a short time 
with Bayer CropScience as a crop 
advisor. Once he learned the ropes he 
decided to try it on his own. One day 
a farmer called up and—having heard 
about the benefits of grass as a 
forage—wanted to know where he 
could get some seed. Clay’s 
knowledge on the subject was 
limited, but he saw an opportunity. 
Not many places were selling the 
stuff then. Maybe, he thought, he 

could be a supplier. He wanted to 
work with the best and so he did 
some looking. Clay explains that this 
search led him to Barenbrug USA. 
Not only was Barenbrug the largest 
grass seed company in the world at 
the time, but it was—and continues 
to be—the leader in proprietary and 
improved varieties of grasses and 
other forages. He started out as a 
regional dealer and around four years 
later due his ambitious success and 
growth he became a distributor as 
well.  

Through the years he has 
identified and refined his approach 
and now clearly understands what 
has been the secret to his success. He 
explains that there are two distinct 
models for selling seed. The first 
strategy is to deal in volume and try 
to sell as much as you can to as many 
as you can. However, doing this will 
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require you to focus on price. 
Because time with each customer is 
so limited—due to the high volume 
of transactions needed to stay 
competitive in this model—you can 
offer customers little else but a good 
price. That is your main draw. It may 
not start out this way says Clay, but 
when you start cutting into your 
margins to make sales the only way 
to survive is to increase the number 
of transactions and to sell cheaper, 
less quality seed. This cycle 
continues until after a while you 
become—in Clay’s cynical words—
“just an order taker.” 

But there is another way, 
explains Clay—with enthusiasm. 
You can also win business by 
offering the customer more than just 
a price tag. If you provide service, if 
you help the farmer not just buy his 
seed but plant it, grow it, and even 
market the end product, you create 
happy and loyal customers who are 
willing to pay more for higher 
quality—higher margin—seed. 

Instead of dealing in volume you find 
yourself spending more time with 
relatively fewer customers. This may 
be difficult to believe as it seems 
counterintuitive to make more money 
with fewer customers but as Clay can 
attest, it works! He readily admits 
that while Barenbrug seed is only a 
fraction of the volume of his 
business, it is definitely the most 
profitable.  
 In frankness, Clay admits 
that both models are viable ways to 
sell seed. You can do it either way 
and make money. But Clay argues 
that not only is providing service 
with your sales more enjoyable than 
just taking orders, it truly is the better 
way to make money. Clay is 
convinced that when farmers 
recognize your business as a source 
of knowledge and experience, repeat 
business is stronger. It’s extremely 
tough, he says, to convince your 
customers that you’ll always have the 
best price. Because the truth is, you 
won’t. And so they’ll always look 

elsewhere when price is your selling 
point. But if you deal in quality and 
expertise, customers can depend on 
you for that—and look nowhere else.  
 Clay has plans to keep 
expanding. He sees this current 
recession as an opportunity. The 
dairy and beef industries are in a 
transition, and during this period are 
more open to change than in the past. 
Now, he says, it’s a great time to be 
introducing grass and forages into the 
TMR. One emerging market that he 
is poised to take great advantage of is 
the southern High Plains region 
which covers the Panhandle of 
Texas. Many Western, confinement 
dairies are cashing out and taking 
advantage of lower land prices in this 
region. In such relocations, these 
operations are more open to trying 
something new. Clay and his team 
are there, and are ready to guide them 
through this process. No doubt he 
will be successful in making more 
than just sales. He will be creating 
loyal, long-term customers.   


