
Photo 1 -- View of pen area and adjacent barn showing lack of barriers or protective structures. 

 
 
 
TO: Director, National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
 
FROM: Iowa FACE Program  Case No.  00IA055          Report Date: July, 2001 
 
SUBJECT: Two Farmers / Brothers Killed By Young Angus Bull 
 
SUMMARY: 
 

In October of 2000, two elderly farmers were found dead in the pen area of a young Black Angus bull, 
on the farm where they had lived and worked for the last 27 years. The men had multiple rib fractures, 
apparently from being butted up against the side of the nearby barn. The two victims were found by a 
third brother, who had just returned from the hospital, where he was recuperating from injuries 
suffered when he was attacked by the same bull five days earlier.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The pen was a fenced area in front of the barn, and to access the barn door the farmers had to walk 
through the pen. There was no escape route or protected areas from animal attack in the pen. The bull 
was kept in the barn at night and in the pen or pasture during daytime. The farmers handled the 
animals daily and had no problems with the bull until one of the brothers was attacked and five days 
later when the two other brothers were fatally injured by the bull. The bull’s sire had been on the farm 
earlier, but was not kept due to aggressive behavior. There were no obvious indications that the bull 
was aggravated by handling or specific unusual events.    



 
RECOMMENDATIONS based on our investigation are as follows: 
 

• Aggressive animals should not be used as herd sires. 
• Handling facilities for bulls should include escape routes and protected areas for handlers. 
• Handling bulls requires extra precautions 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
On October 9, 2000, two brothers, aged 84 and 79, were found dead in the pen area of an Angus bull 
on their farm. The Iowa FACE program was notified of the incident the next day by a colleague who 
heard of the attack from a local news source. Contact was made with a Deputy County Sheriff, who 
was one of the first on the scene. He had taken several pictures of the scene, and was willing to share 
them with The FACE program. Two investigators from the Iowa FACE program made a site visit in 
mid-January and, accompanied by the Chief of Police, interviewed the surviving brother at his farm.  
 
The farm was 47 ½ acres, and produced hay, corn, and oats. The three brothers, along with a fourth 
brother, had lived at this location for the past 27 years. They used draft horses for much  
of this time, and preferred to farm the "old fashioned way". Hogs and chickens were also raised in the 
past, but at the time of this incident, only cattle were raised. They bred their own cattle and milk cows, 
and always had a bull on the farm. 
 
The two victims were working together on the farm on the day of their death. There was no safety 
program in place. All farm responsibilities were shared between the three brothers.  
 
INVESTIGATION 
 
The small farm had six head of cows / calves, the young bull, and two horses. There were a few 
outbuildings; one was the barn, which housed the Black Angus mixed bull on one end, with two horses 
on the other end (See Photo 1). The barn was single story, and was ~20 ft. by 30 ft. in size. The penned 
area for the bull and milk cows was fenced off with barbed wire and an electric fence, which was 
operating at the time. The brothers frequently went in and out of this pen area while caring for 
livestock. They were not worried about personal safety and had not constructed secure areas or barriers 
within the pen area for protection from livestock. 
 
The bull was 7-8 months old and weighed an estimated 750 lbs. Its sire was a Black Angus and 
Holstein mix, and its dam was a Holstein cow. The bull did not have horns. The brothers had 
purchased the bull's sire in the past, but could not keep it on the farm due its aggressive and mean 
behavior. Since the bull calf was born, the brothers had cared for it on a daily basis, and never 
experienced any unusual or aggressive behavior while raising the bull. Their normal routine was to 
feed the cows and the horses ground feed in the morning, and then turn them out to pasture. The 
surviving brother had been injured by the same bull five days earlier. This was the first and only time 
the bull showed any aggressive behavior since it was born. The young bull became "ugly" while being 
fed and charged and butted the brother while he was in the doorway to the barn. The man escaped, yet 
had injuries sufficient to warrant a trip to the hospital for evaluation. He was released from the hospital 
five days later.  
 



When he returned home, he was surprised not to see his two brothers at home. After a few hours, he 
walked around the farm and saw them, lying on the ground pushed up against the side of the barn. The 
bull was next to the barn at this time. The man took a whip for protection and entered the open pen 
area to check on his brothers. After realizing they were dead, he called a family friend, who 
immediately called the County Sheriff, who came to investigate the scene.  
 
When the Sheriff and deputies arrived, the bull was in the pasture with the cows. It displayed 
aggressive and angry behavior towards those at the scene, charging the fence. Following a request by 
the surviving brother, the young bull was killed by the Sheriff. 
 
Both victims had been dead for several hours. They had obvious flail chests, and chest bruising, 
indicating they were butted up against the side of the barn. The side of the barn had fresh scuff marks 
where the brothers were found, possibly from when the bull charged the men. Their bodies were in 
unusual crumpled positions, indicating the bull had pushed them around on the ground after knocking 
them down. There was no evidence they had been kicked or stomped. A pair of glasses was found on 
the ground in the center of the pen area, apparently where one of the men was first attacked.  
 
The two victims were working together on the farm on the day of their death. It is not known exactly 
what preceded the attack by the bull. The doors of the barn were open, as was the barbed wire gate to 
the pen area. It is possible that one brother was attacked while working with livestock in the pen, and 
that the second brother entered the pen area to help him.  
 
CAUSE OF DEATH 
 
The official cause of death following autopsy by the County Medical Examiner was, "Massive blunt 
trauma due to attack by bull".   
 
RECOMMENDATIONS / DISCUSSION 
 
Recommendation #1 Aggressive animals should not be used as herd sires. 
 Discussion: The sire of the bull had been on this farm earlier and was sent back to the livestock 
dealer due to aggressive behavior. In breeding, many factors including individual body type, pedigree, 
show ring winnings, and production test results may be considered when choosing sires. Aggressive 
behavior is one hereditary trait that must be considered, as this can be a serious hazard for livestock 
handlers. In small livestock operations it may be difficult to replace a bull, but for the safety of 
handlers, aggressive animals should be removed from the livestock herd.   
 
Recommendation #2 Proper handling facilities for bulls should include escape routes and protected 
areas for handlers. 
 Discussion: The bull was kept in the barn at night and in the pen outside the barn during the 
day. The pen was an area in front of the barn, fenced by electric fence. To get to the barn, the farmers 
had to walk through the pen. Besides going over or under the fence, there was no escape route, and 
leading the bull in and out required being in the pen with the bull with little protection. Animal 
handling facilities should be designed with an escape route or areas where the handler can quickly get 
to safety in case animals become aggressive. In this case the pen area could have been designed to the 
side of the building so that it was possible to access the barn door without going into the pen every 
time. Movable panels, fences, or other barriers could be installed in pen areas to provide safe retreats 
for workers. Dairy bulls are known to be hazardous and they require handling facilities where the 
worker does not have to be in the same confined area with a loose bull. 



 
Recommendation #3 Handling bulls requires extra precautions. 
 Discussion: Working with large animals is inherently dangerous. Bulls are especially 
dangerous and extra precautions are needed. An escape route should be always near by, and the 
handler should be ready to use it quickly if the animals become angry. Being in a confined space with 
a single agitated animal is especially dangerous. No one should enter a bull pen when the bull is loose. 
Specific attention should be paid to the animal’s behavior at all times. Any signs of aggressiveness 
should be taken seriously. Learning each animals flight zone helps in handling and moving the animal 
safely. The natural instincts of a growing bull may cause attacks. Sexually maturing bulls may perceive 
the handlers as a herd mates and attempt to dominate by challenging them. Dairy bulls that are 
individually bucket fed are often more dangerous than beef bulls raised with the cow or in a herd. 
Apparently, an isolated young bull can bond so well with human handlers that he "forgets he is a bull", 
causing him to challenge or dominate his herd mates (handlers), becoming unusually aggressive when 
his hormones kick in.  
 
The safe handling practices include calm, slow and steady movements, and avoiding surprising noises 
or incidents. Early gentle handling and domesticating them to usual handling situations calm the 
animals. Eliminating clear aggravating events is helpful as well, including fear when being separated 
from the herd, unusual behavior of handler or other animals, and sudden exposure to new things in the 
environment.  
 
___________________________________  __________________________________ 
Wayne Johnson, M.D.     Risto Rautiainen, M.Sc.Agr. 
Trauma Investigator (FACE)    Coordinator 
Institute for Rural & Environmental Health  Great Plains Center for Agricultural Health 
University of Iowa -- Iowa City, Iowa  Institute for Rural & Environmental Health 
       University of Iowa -- Iowa City, Iowa 
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Fatality Assessment and Control Evaluation 
FACE 

 
FACE is an occupational fatality investigation and surveillance program of the National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). In the state of Iowa, The University of Iowa, in conjunction 
with the Iowa Department of Public Health carries out the FACE program. The NIOSH head office in 
Morgantown, West Virginia, carries out an intramural FACE program and funds state based programs 
in Alaska, California, Iowa, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, 
New Jersey, Ohio, Oklahoma, Texas, Wisconsin, Washington, and Wyoming.  
 
The purpose of FACE is to identify all occupational fatalities in the participating states, conduct in-
depth investigations on specific types of fatalities, and make recommendations regarding prevention. 
NIOSH collects this information nationally and publishes reports and Alerts, which are disseminated 
widely to the involved industries. NIOSH FACE publications are available from the NIOSH 
Distribution Center (1-800-35NIOSH). 
 
Iowa FACE publishes case reports, one page Warnings, and articles in trade journals. Most of this 
information is posted on our web site listed below. Copies of the reports and Warnings are available by 
contacting our offices in Iowa City, IA. 
 
The Iowa FACE team consists of the following: Craig Zwerling, MD, PhD, MPH, Principal 
Investigator; Wayne Johnson, MD, Chief Investigator; John Lundell, MA, Coordinator; Lois Etre, 
PhD, Co-Investigator; Risto Rautiainen, MS, Co-Investigator. 
 

  
 

Additional information regarding this report or the Iowa Face Program is available from: 
 

Iowa FACE Program 
105 IREH,  Oakdale Campus 

The University of Iowa 
Iowa City, IA.  52242-5000 

  
Toll Free 1-800-513-0998 

Phone: (319)-335-4351         Fax: (319) 335-4225 
Internet: http://www.public-health.uiowa.edu/face 

E-mail: wayne-johnson@uiowa.edu 
 


