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Valerie Visser became an entrepreneur watching her parents adjust to the 
collapsing hog market in the early ‘90s on the family’s northwest Kansas farm. 
Her parent’s creativity --fueled by a passion for farming--generated new products 
and new markets.  

“I grew up with the confidence that if there is not a market, or you can’t find 
one, then you can make a market,” Valerie said.

Valerie uses the same ingenuity to create opportunities with her emerging 
business – The Fork in the Road. Valerie is one of three Kansas Farm Bureau 
members who applied for American Farm Bureau Federation’s 2016 Rural 
Entrepreneurship Challenge.

Her husband, Justin Visser, is a fifth-generation farmer near Riley. While 
attending Kansas State University, she responded to his ad for part-time 
help on the farm.

 “I don’t think too many women applied for the job; he was a little surprised that a 
girl could drive a combine. So, now were married and I work for free,” she jokes.

Valerie began gardening for Justin and their two small boys – Samuel and 
Jeremiah – in 2008. In 2014, she planted extra vegetables to sell. Since the 

October 19, 2015

THE FORK IN THE ROAD
Finding new opportunities
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only farmer’s market is 30 miles away, she created her own market. She set up 
a sales stand on Saturday mornings for her garden produce, baked goods and 
home décor beside a fork-in-the road off Highway 24.

She expanded the garden in 2015 to add more varieties.

“With the expansion of Fort Riley in the ‘60s and the city of Manhattan growing, 
land is more difficult to come by,” Valerie said. “We are challenged to use the 
same land, but to think of growing different things to provide future economic 
opportunities, especially for our two young boys.

“I tripled the size, but now I’m selling five times as much. I even added flowers. 
No matter how bad the day, a vase of fresh-cut flowers brightens my mood.”

However, produce ripening daily cannot not wait for Saturday, so she built a 
produce stand on the back of a ’63 Chevy truck then parked it by the road. She 
fills crates daily with the morning’s harvest.

Customers pull off the highway, handpick their produce, weigh it on small scales 
and pay on the honor system. Nothing goes to waste because Valerie creates 
salsa and sauces for her own family from vegetables not chosen by customers. 
Flower arrangements in mason jars are also available.

Valerie is now testing the market for a community-supported agriculture (CSA) 
model. There is a questionnaire beside the scales for her customers to fill out.

 “Before I offer something, I want to know if people are interested. The quest-
ionnaire asks what people want, how often they want it and how much they are 
willing to pay. Any good business needs to understand the desires of the market.



4

“My heart goes out to moms. It’s hard for super busy moms to plan and make 
nutritious meals. To take time to make supper means you’re not spending that 
time doing something else. I’m putting a package together with GTB Custom 
Meats in Riley that will include a week’s worth of six ready-to-cook meals 
for four people.”

In addition to providing the access to nutritious food for the community, Valerie is 
passionate about educating people about agriculture.

“I hear people criticizing big ag and they don’t realize they are talking about 
me and my family. Some people think farmers are hiding things, but the truth 
is farmers are kind of introverts and have way too much work to do to sit and 
talk with people.

“Justin’s family was one of the first to utilize no-till farming, cover crops and 
intensified rotational grazing. We care deeply about sustainability because 
this is our life and the future of our children,” Visser explains.
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Valerie digs a handful of loose soil and lets it trickle through her fingers.

“It all starts with the soil,” says Visser. “I adjust my crops to different soil types 
and use various techniques to improve the soil each year.

“I’ve come to appreciate how important it is to have a strategic plan to make sure 
I build an integrated agriculture system of plants and livestock. Planning gives 
Justin and me a chance to make sure we’re on the same page.”

She is converting an old hog-farrowing house into a greenhouse and empty pens 
into more land for growing produce. She will also integrate chickens and bees 
into her garden. Included in her plans are u-pick berry patches, fruit orchards, a 
pumpkin patch and corn mazes.

Valerie’s plan is to create a destination business for customers to experience 
spending time on a farm.

“I want people to pick berries or fruit and begin to ask question about other 
activities on the farm like harvest, cutting hay or planting. I can’t share with the 
whole world, but I can with my community and if everyone did that, it would help 
inform people and influence policies.”

Currently, her marketing is through word of mouth, people driving by Facebook 
and a website. A large sign rests on sawhorses in her basement waiting for the 
finishing touches so they can erect it along the highway.

Valerie takes a variety of classes when time permits, but finds her greatest 
educational resources are within her own family.

When asked what she would say to other women in agriculture, Valerie replied, 
“I want women to understand I don’t have a perfectly clean home, a well-
manicured lawn or a weed-free garden. But I do get to teach my children how 
to grow plants, take care of the soil and livestock and how to create business 
opportunities for their future on the farm.”

With growing national concern over the transition of the family farm from one 
generation to the next, Valerie and Justin Visser are reassuring examples of the 
entrepreneurial spirit required to ensure sustainability.
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Tim Gogolski flips through the brittle pages of the pages of the 1952 Beeware 
Catalog addressed to his grandfather, Bernard.

Tim now refreshes his family’s history of beekeeping in his new business 
venture, Gogo’s Bees: a beehive management service.

 “When I was 14, I was in Boy Scouts and they 
had a merit badge for beekeeping,” Tim said. 
“Since my grandfather, Bernard, raised bees, it 
seemed logical for me to do the same. I started 
with one hive and by the time I was in college, I 
had 40. Bees helped me pay for college.”

After graduating from Kansas State University, 
Tim worked for the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) for 32 years 
before retiring in 2014.

“When I started working for NRCS, we moved 
around a lot so I quit keeping bees,” Tim said. 

November 24, 2015

THE BEE’S KNEES
Osage County man develops beehive 
management service

1952 Beeware Catalog
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“But as I approached retirement, I began to explore business opportunities. 
With the declining population in bees as well as a growing demand for local 
honey-related products, it made sense for me to start this business.”

In order for him to turn his extensive knowledge of beekeeping into a business, 
Tim took a course offered through Flint Hills Technical College in Emporia, Kan.

“The course from Flint Hills was helpful for me in a number of ways,” Tim said. 
“They brought in local business professionals to talk to about the intricacies 
of running a business. They also helped me make the right connections and 
discover opportunities like the American Farm Bureau Foundation Rural 
Entrepreneur award.” Tim is one of three Kansas Farm Bureau applicants for 
this award.

“Businesses are driven by the balance between supply and demand; 
beekeeping is no different. There is an increasing demand for honey-related 
products for human consumption as well as for pollination of crops,” Tim added. 
“Yet, the bee population in the U.S. dropped 30 percent from 2013 to 2014.”

According to the USDA, the number of managed hives in 1940 was 5 million. 
However, the current number of hives is down to 2.5 million, yet one of every 
three mouthfuls in our diet benefits from honeybee pollination. Bee pollination is 
responsible for increased crop value of $15 billion each year. The almond crop 
in California requires the use of more than 60 percent of all managed honeybee 
colonies in the U.S.
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“Colony collapse disorder is the label the phenomenon is given, yet no one 
knows for sure what causes it,” Tim explained. “A colony collapse occurs 
when the worker bees disappear and the queen is left in the hive without 
adequate support. When the worker bees leave a hive, they circle the hive 
to get their bearings set by the sun then travel up to two miles to find nectar 
and pollen. But something awful is happening and the workers don’t return 
so the hive slowly dies.”  

In the 1980s, new threats to bee colonies emerged. Parasites like the Varroa 
mite, pests like the hive beetle and pathogens like nosema fungi continue to 
present challenges to bee colonies.  The American Farm Bureau’s Farm Bill 
proposal in 2013 advocated for the reauthorization of funding for disaster relief 
for honeybees and Farm-Raised Fish Program (ELAP).

“As a beekeeper, I’m often asked about the disappearance of bees and what 
people can do to help solve the problem. Many of these individuals say they 
would be willing to buy hives to put on their property, but they don’t want 
to manage the hives. Therefore, I developed Gogo’s Bees as a beehive 
management company.”

The cities of Ottawa, Emporia and Topeka are all within a 30-minute drive and 
the plan for Gogo’s Bees includes managing hives in each of these communities. 
He currently manages 14 hives and will increase that number to 30 hives in year 
two. By year three, he anticipates 100 hives.

“People can purchase the hives and a swarm of bees for around $250.00 per 
hive. Gogo’s Bees will do an 80/20 split of the honey with the hive owner. One 
hive can produce about 55 pounds of honey per year and I can sell the honey, 
currently, for $7 a pound. The hive owner can keep their 20 percent, or sell it 
back to me.

“The market for locally grown raw honey is growing stronger,” Tim said. 
“Anywhere from 78 to 100 percent of the honey you buy in stores has passed 
through an ultra-fine filter which eliminates many of the health benefits of raw 
honey. There are so many culinary, nutritional and medicinal benefits of natural 
honey that the demand is often more than the supply. I could sell a lot more 
honey than I have.”
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Additional plans for Gogo’s Bees include a honey extraction facility in Osage City 
that meets the requirements of Kansas Department of Health and Environment. 
The honey house, Tim calls it, would be used for the extraction of honey from the 
hives he will manage and also be made available to other beekeepers.

Tim is also working with scientists from Kansas State University to diversify his 
honey products by offering an infused-honey line. He’s testing infused products 
like jalapeno-honey to baste meats and lemon-honey for drinks. However, 
infusing it with other elements alters raw honey and additional regulatory 
practices must be followed to ensure a safe product for the end-user.

Currently, Gogo’s Bees is advertised through word-of-mouth. However, Tim’s 
marketing plan includes a new logo, brand development, a website and the use 
of social and traditional media. In addition to selling raw honey and honey related 
products online, Tim will offer educational courses and professional services 
related to beekeeping.

Gogo’s Bees gives people who are interested in bees the opportunity to place 
hives on their property without the responsibility of managing them.

Tim is reimagining his retirement and, in doing so, continues his family’s legacy 
of growing one of nature’s most fascinating creatures. His intimate knowledge 
of the tiny food producers, his love for natural resources and the counsel of 
business professionals ensures him the potential for success.
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Bret Chilcott spent too much time and money on remote-controlled airplanes 
while growing up on a farm near Udall, Kans. At least that used to be the opinion 
held by Bret’s father. Bret has now transformed his love for these toys and 
farming into a sophisticated agricultural tool with the invention of the Ag Eagle.

The Ag Eagle, an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV), is designed to fly over a field 
photographing thousands of near infrared images to collect data on crop and soil 
conditions. After it lands, cloud-based software stitches the images together to 
provide a composite of the field.

“This technology moves precision ag into decision ag,” Bret said. “A grower 
can now make an assessment of a field based on hard data generated by the 
Ag Eagle.”

Within 15 minutes after the Ag Eagle lands, the data collected is converted 
into a prescription application that can be sent to a commercial applicator. 
The applicator can pull into the field, lower the booms of the sprayer and 
apply specific inputs.

December 14, 2015

SKYWARD VISION
Ag Eagle creates new opportunities 
for Southeast Kansas man
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“Steve Jobs said you couldn’t connect the dots looking forward, only by looking 
backward. So looking back, my love for flying remote-controlled airplanes plus a 
career in sales, marketing and lean-manufacturing all connected together to help 
me create the Ag Eagle,” Bret said. Bret was one of three Kansas applicants for 
the American Farm Bureau Foundation Entrepreneurial Award.

 “A few years ago, the manufacturing company I worked at for 12 years 
went through downsizing and suggested I find other ways to generate my 
income,” Bret joked. 

Out on his own, Bret started an initial business of making carbon-infused wings 
for portable wind generators so soldiers could charge electronic devices in the 
field. He came up with the idea for the Ag Eagle at a Kansas State University 
workshop led by Dr. Kevin Price.

 “As an entrepreneur, I’m always looking for the next big thing so I listened to Dr. 
Price talk about the future of agriculture and technology. I saw the opportunity to 
create a UAV to collect data about crop and soil conditions. After the conference, 
I offered to buy lunch for numerous farmers and agronomists to learn what they 
would need from such a vehicle and system,” Bret said.

“The most challenging aspect for any entrepreneur who has an idea for a 
widget is the place to actually make the widget,” Bret said. “If you can’t 
manufacture your product, then you can’t take orders. If you can’t take 
orders, you can’t make money. Although I started off making the Ag Eagle 
in my basement, I discovered an insurance company won’t insure a home if 
commercial products are being made.

“I moved into an empty facility owned by Cobalt, but they started spooling up 
their business again so I had to find another location,” Bret continued. “I went to 
the mayor of Neodesha and explained my circumstance. I told him that a town 
in western Kansas offered to build me a brand new building if I would move my 
operations there. Within three days the city of Neodesha purchased this building 
as a business incubator. This building was the make-it-or-break-it point of our 
business expansion.”
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The shape of an Ag Eagle resembles a stealth bomber, yet can easily be held in 
your hands. Although a joystick is part of the flying apparatus, the navigation is 
preset into a computer program. Prior to the launch, the Ag Eagle is given a path 
to fly and a predetermined place to land.

“After I built the first one, which took us a year of R&D, I had numerous 
requests to see the Ag Eagle in action,” Bret said. “So I made a deal with 
people wanting to see it work: 

• You have to promise not to laugh at my ugly airplane.
• If you like it, will you buy it?”

Bret traveled through the Midwest in his pickup to demonstrate and sell 
preorders for the Ag Eagle. He was careful to listen to grower’s advice 
then make adjustments to the technology.

“We did our research in the field with farmers and agronomists helping us tweak 
the system,” Bret explains. “While some big companies were at conventions 
talking about what they wanted to do with a similar product, I was knee-deep 
in mud in a corn field making sure the Ag Eagle held up if it hit a corn stalk or 
a fence post. I was also selling preorders as we built it. I understand the basic 
principle of business that nothing happens until something gets sold.”
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The Ag Eagle was created to help growers use real-time data to boost yields 
and reduce input costs on a daily basis. Furthermore, growers can gather 
input on crop health and soil conditions more quickly than any other method. 
Even crop damage for insurance claims can be determined quickly and ac-
curately by the Ag Eagle.

While Bret is not alone in the creation of a UAV, also known as a drone, he 
believes his product stands out against its competition because it was developed 
in western Kansas withstanding winds of 42 mph. Bret also believes one reason 
for the success of Ag Eagle is because they have maintained focus on one 
specific area whereas other companies explore multiple uses. In addition, the 
current regulatory environment gives a small company like Ag Eagle the ability to 
test its product with growers.

Tom Nichols, Ag Eagle’s business development director says, “Bret is brilliant 
with technology, but his real skill is surrounding the company with the right 
people to make it successful. He’s also used his marketing skills to expand our 
sales to foreign countries like Canada, Australia and Brazil.”

Experts say that agricultural production will need to increase 75 percent in the 
next 35 years to feed an estimated world population of 9 billion people. We need 
inventive entrepreneurs like Bret to keep connecting the dots of their life to create 
agricultural technologies to help feed the world.

To read more about UAV’s, check out Robin Giblin’s article on American Farm 
Bureau’s site:  Drones Bring Broad Opportunities and Implications for Agriculture.
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Scott Thellman caught the ag bug at 9 years old when his parents purchased 
Juniper Hill Farms north of Lawrence.

“My parents leased land to cattlemen,” Thellman 
said. “I’d wait in our farm house for them to drive 
up in their truck, then I’d jump in to help. They 
even took me on round-ups in the Flint Hills.”
Scott worked at Bismarck Gardens during junior 
high, then purchased old haying equipment when 
he turned 15. He baled 800 small square bales 
the first year but was up to 10,000 by the time he 
graduated high school in 2009.

“I was stupid to do square bales,” he joked. “Big round bales are so much easier. 
I also wanted to plant a better hay crop so I made 13 passes around the pasture 
with a small disc and tilled up a half inch of soil. I learned a lot the hard way.”

Scott delayed college for a year so he could farm. In 2010, he secured a grant 
from the National Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) for a high tunnel. Also 
known as hoop houses, these structures extend growing seasons.

January 22, 2016

GROWING GOALS
Young vegetable grower creates 
thriving farm in Lawrence
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“I started vegetable farming because of the NRCS grant. The high tunnel was 9 
feet tall, 20 feet wide and 96 feet long. I just fell for it. The tomatoes grew to the 
ceiling.”

After a year of farming, Scott attended Iowa State University majoring in 
agribusiness with minors in agronomy and ag entrepreneurship.

“It was their ag entrepreneurship program that sold me. I’m a first generation 
farmer and intend to do this full-time. I don’t want a second job.”

During college, Scott increased vegetable production on the farm by converting 
land surrounding the high tunnels into vegetable production.

“Instead of making 13 rounds with a disc, we plow one year and use a ripper the 
other. Potatoes and beets like their soil loose instead of compacted. We began 
with a quarter acre of vegetables and expanded to 18 acres by 2015. This year, 
we’ll increase to 55 acres and plant strips of wildflowers for pollinators.
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“We started off with one high tunnel, but now we have two. Last year, we 
harvested 1,500 pounds of cherry tomatoes from just one high tunnel,” he 
said. “This winter, we’re growing 60,000 organic onion starter sets.”

His crops include sweet potatoes, kale, beets, chard, leafy lettuce and 
squashes. These align with efforts in the U.S. farm bill to stimulate more 
vegetable production through the Specialty Crop Block Grant.

Planting vegetables requires different methods and equipment 
than conventional crops.

“We often plant actual plants instead of seeds so I found a rusty old transplanter, 
repaired it, and it works like a charm,” he said. “It cuts a furrow, drops the plant 
in, covers it then drips water on it. Twenty-five days later we harvest it, but then 
comes the hard part. You can grow a great crop, but if you don’t know what to do 
with it afterward, you lose.”

Globally, much effort is focused on reducing post-harvest losses, which often 
reach 40 percent. Although agricultural production has to increase 75 percent 
in the next 35 years to feed the world, minimizing post-harvest losses reduces 
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that percentage. Therefore, Scott develops post-harvest handling methods to 
diminish loss and increase revenues.

“Cold storage is critical so we converted a horse stall in our barn. We wash 
the produce then put it back in cold storage. We also use a refrigerated truck 
to extend the shelf life. This year, we harvested and sold 60,000 pounds of 
squash and only lost three tubs. But that was because it accidentally froze in our 
refrigerated truck,” he chuckled.

Tubers, like potatoes, are repeatedly washed and brushed in a conveyor then 
hand-separated by size. Leafy produce, like lettuce, is washed three times then 
spun in the greens machine at 600 RPM.

“Getting the water off of leafy vegetables is critical,” he said. “Just doing 
that extends the shelf life for a week. Once we clean the produce, it 
goes quickly to market.”
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Juniper Hill Farms, along with three other farms, have 200 customers who are 
members of an organic CSA (Community Supported Agriculture). They also sell 
to school districts, restaurants and grocery stores. An acre of vegetables can 
gross 10 to 12,000 dollars per acre.

“We are USDA certified organic which means we can’t use synthetic 
herbicides, pesticide or fertilizers,” he said. “But I have a lot of respect for 
conventional farmers who are some of the most sustainable people I know. 
They maximize returns-to-soil through use of no-till farming and cover crops.

“I want to increase the amount of land I work and recently leased 30 acres near 
us. I prefer to grow organic, but the owner wanted it farmed conventionally so we 
are,” he said.

To ensure he never needs a second job, Scott builds a strong network of 
agribusiness professionals to continue learning.

“I’ve been a member of Kansas Farm Bureau (KFB) for some time and I was 
recently asked to serve on the board for the Douglass County Farm Bureau. 
I also joined KFB’s YF&R (Young Farmers and Ranchers) to develop my 
leadership abilities. The average age of the CEO on a family farm is 56,” he said. 
“So I am one of the voices of the next generation of farmers, which includes 
specialty crop producers like myself.”

In addition to Kansas farmers feeding the world with crops like wheat, corn and 
soybeans, the next generation of farmers like Scott are resurrecting vegetable 
production once popular in the region.

“I know old-timers who grew 200 acres of vegetables in the 1940s,” he said. 
“The Kaw Valley Cannery was once a booming business in Lawrence.”

Scott embodies the American farmer’s attitude of hard work, enthusiasm and risk 
taking. His generation of farmers is rising to the challenge to produce as much 
food in the next 50 years as has been produced in the history of humanity.
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Isaac Brunkow loved his first Southdown sheep--Oompa and Loompa--so much 
he started a business raising sheep. As a high school freshman, he applied 
for a starter flock program for young people  grant from the Kansas Sheep 
Association (KSA) to purchase eight ewes. Now in his senior year at Rock Creek 
High School, his flock has increased to 33 ewes, which recently birthed 28 
lambs; more are yet to come.

 “I chose the Southdown breed because they are smaller, more docile 
and have a lower flight-zone,” he said. “That means you can get closer 
to them before they run away, which is important when a bunch of fourth 
graders want to pet them.”

Isaac draws from the wisdom of sheep specialists at Kansas State University 
(KSU), KSA and other local sheep breeders. His numerous awards for showing 
sheep, including reserve grand champion at the Kansas Junior Livestock Show, 
indicate his knowledge of the breed and commitment to establishing a quality 
flock. He culls the flock each year of ewes that don’t meet his standard of 
excellence to ensure solid breeding stock for the future.

“Sheep require a lot more attention than cattle,” he said. “We breed them in 
August/September so they will lamb in January/February. The best temperature 
for lambing is around 30 degrees, but it’s now the third week of February and it 
is supposed to warm up to 70 degrees. I’m worried because lambs don’t like that 
sudden shift and don’t do well in warm weather. Their immune systems weaken 
and I have to be a lot more vigilant.”

February 29, 2016

FROM THE FARM TO ‘EWE’
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The ewes give birth in pens called 
lambing jugs. This provides a clean 
and climate controlled environment to 
ensure healthy lambing. After a few 
days, those ewes with their lambs are 
moved to a bigger barn. Isaac secures 
all of his sheep in barns at night.

“There is a growing population of 
coyotes because no one hunts them,” 
he said. “I also keep a radio blasting so 

the coyotes hear the sound of human voices. The problem is, I like country music 
and the only station we get clear out here is hard rock. That’s okay; the sheep 
seem to like it.”

Isaac raises sheep both as show animals and for meat. People interested in 
purchasing show-quality sheep hand select them on his farm.

“Showing sheep is easier and cheaper than showing cattle,” he said. “I don’t 
need a halter or show stick and they respond well to pressure from my hands 
and legs. I only give names to the sheep I’m going to show, not ones I take to 
market. I have one named Twinkletoes that jumps over the fence, but I call her 
and she jumps right back over. Sheep are crazy.”

The rising interest in lamb meat as a lean protein source as well as for ethnic 
cuisine provides additional revenue for Isaac’s business. He sells sheep at a 
local auction barn or at the farm. He offers custom cuts through a local meat 
locker and prefers a marinated lamb chop to a T-bone.

 “The Southdown breed is ready for market quickly,” he said. “They reach 100 
pounds within three to four months after weaning. While they’re known for the 
quality of meat, they’re not known for their wool. I only shear them so they stay 
cool in the summer. Last year, I barely made $15 on their wool.”

The sheep population in the U.S. during the 1940s was 55 million yet the 
current population is only one tenth of that. The USDA’s 2014 farm bill creates 
new opportunities for the sheep industry to increase production and reduce 
reliance on imports.

Isaac learned to create financial statements for his business using spreadsheets 
during his freshman year. In addition to submitting reports to the KSA regarding 
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his starter flock, he also uses his sheep business as an FFA Supervised 
Agriculture Experience (SAE). Like most farmers who diversify, he also 
generates revenue from hogs and cattle.

“My two biggest challenges are keeping records straight and knowing what to 
do with the sheep when something goes wrong,” he said. “Lambs are fragile; 
a lot can go wrong in a hurry.”

Isaac enjoys educating others about the business of raising sheep. He 
participates in KFB’s Day on the Farm in Onaga as well as the FFA Barnyard 
Day at his high school. He frequently invites people to the farm to demonstrate 
how he cares for the sheep. Many of those same people end up helping him with 
chores; he’s clever that way.

Isaac’s family began farming in this region when they took advantage of the 
Homestead Act of 1864. He keeps his rams on his grandfather’s farm, a KFB 
Century Farm, south of Westmoreland. Isaac’s father, Glenn Brunkow, is a 
KFB board member and, as a family, they were recognized as a KFB Family 
of the Year in 2012.

“When Dad’s gone to Farm Bureau meetings,” Isaac said, “Grandpa and I team 
up to take care of the farm. It’s nice to work with Grandpa because if Dad gets on 
me about something, Grandpa tells me he had the same problem with my Dad.”

Isaac has years of leadership experience already as President of the Rock 
Creek FFA, the Wheaton 4-H Club, and captain of sports and academic 
teams. He intends to run for FFA State President and will join KFB’s 
Collegiate Program at Kansas State.

Isaac plans to attend KSU in the fall to become a veterinarian. He attributes his 
inspiration to a local vet, Dr. Jim Hildebrand.

“Dr. Hildebrand is the kind of vet I want to be,” he said. “I like this style and 
the way he treats the animals. I know it’s going to be hard work, but I’m used 
to working hard.”

Many American farms face uncertain transitions from one generation to the next. 
However, on the Brunkow Farm, the bleating of 33 ewes and 28 lambs listening 
to hard rock music indicates the relentless passion of a young man carrying on 
the legacy of his family farm.
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Chris Campbell is a professional quilt-maker because she loves a good story. 
In 2010, she combined quilt making and storytelling to start the Franklin County 
Quilt Block Tour, the first of its kind in Kansas.

“I went to the Sisters Quilt Show in Oregon in 2010 and toured the Tillamook 
County Barn Quilt Trail,” Campbell said. “I told my husband, ‘someone in Kansas 
needs to do that.’ Well, that someone was me.”

 “Barn quilts started as a joke,” she said. “Donna Sue Groves of Adams County, 
Ohio, teased her Mom, an avid quilter, about their dilapidated old barn. ‘Well, I 
guess we could throw one of your quilts over it.’”

The idea percolated in Groves and soon she engaged others to paint barn 
quilts to attract tourists.

“After I returned from Oregon, I suggested the idea to the Franklin County 
Convention and Visitor’s Bureau (CVB),” Campbell said. “We formed a 
committee and wrote guidelines for the first quilt trail in Kansas. In order 
to qualify for our trail, they have to be 8’x8’ in rural areas and 4’x4’ for the 
city and mounted on an ag-related structure.”

March 28, 2016

ON THE BARN QUILT TRAIL
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Along with her husband Alan, President of the Franklin County Farm Bureau, 
they proposed the idea to their members. The original goal was 12 barn quilts; 
five years later, there are 41.

“The first barn quilt was hung by Alameda Edwards in honor of her late husband, 
Kenneth, an avid historian,” Campbell said. “The Lewis and Clark pattern is like 
all quilts: each block connects to another to tell the whole story.”  
Campbell volunteers countless hours, along with other volunteers, to paint barn 
quilts in the basement of the CVB.

“The men on the farm start off kind of 
grouchy about it, but they soon love it. 
One wife said her husband was against 
it, but now he sits by the road and 
waves people into the driveway.”
“A quilt tells a story and everyone has 
a story of a quilt,” Chris said. “There 
are no two barn quilts alike in Franklin 
County because no two people have 
the same story.”

Suzi Parron, author of Barn Quilts and the American Quilt Trail, will be in 
Ottawa, Kan., Sept. 9 to sign her newest book. Alameda Edward’s barn 
quilt will grace the back cover.

In other parts of the state, Kansas Farm Bureau (KFB) members actively 
promote barn quilts. Sheryl MacNair, County Coordinator for Ford County 
Farm Bureau, assembled eight women of KFB’s District Eight Women’s 
Committee for a workshop.
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“I had a conversation at the Farm Bureau annual meeting about barn quilts,” 
Sheryl said. “I’m not a quilter, but I love the decorative aspect. I connected with 
Walnut Creek K-State Extension agent, Erin Petersilie, who taught our first 
class of twelve women.”

Erin Petersilie said, “Last year, each 
of our communities had big reunions 
so this was great addition for people 
to have a map and walk around the 
towns to look at the barn quilts. It 
was something that families could 
do together at no cost, and get some 
exercise as well!”

MacNair recommends a barn quilt 
workshop to help people build 
relationships, form strong networks, 

develop leaders and grow the organization. Each of the women took the idea 
back to their counties, many of whom will exhibit at their county fairs and the 
Kansas State Fair.

“People are busy and don’t want another boring meeting,” MacNair said. “At 
these workshops, you visit a lot, yet create something beautiful.”

Chautauqua County Farm Bureau coordinator, Teresa Jackson, hosted their 
first class in the fall of 2015.
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“Cowley County is next door to us 
and the two KFB members from 
there, Jo Lynne Brothers and Denise 
Noonan, are involved in the Cowley 
County Quilt Trail,” Jackson said. 
“They encouraged us to start and 
we had 14 people in our back room 
for four hours talking, laughing and 
painting. It was so popular, we’re 
having another one on April 10.” 

Jo Lynne Brothers, and her husband, Devere, restored their old barn so they 
could hang a quilt after admiring them on a trip through Iowa and Wisconsin.

“We contacted the art teacher of our local high school, Central of Burden, and 
their class painted our quilt,” Brothers said. “Now, several high schools paint barn 
quilts for people.”
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Jo Lynn taught a class for Elk County Farm Bureau after a member, Barbara 
Clubine, approached her County Coordinator, Lynn Thompson, to see if she 
would support the idea.

“Women from 
every town in Elk 
County attended,” 
Clubine said. 
“Many of the quilts 
are now listed on 
the Flint Hills Quilt 
Trail.”
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Campbell says, “The purpose of a quilt is to piece together various symbols, 
colors, patterns and stitches to tell a story through an abstract work of art. As 
barn quilts beautify the landscape of Kansas, they connect us to each other 
and to the American farmer.”

Detour off the four-lane for the largest grassroots art movement in America. 
Don’t be surprised if a farmer waves you into his driveway to show off the barn 
quilt he reluctantly hung to please his wife. Take time and listen to their stories; 
they are the people who feed our world. 
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The milk cows on Meier’s Dairy are unusual; they decide when to be milked 
rather than being forced to adapt to a schedule. Since robotic milking machines 
were installed, some cows now choose to be milked five or six times a day.

“We used to milk three times a day because cows produce more if they are 
milked every eight hours,” Duane Meier explained. “But we had such a hard 
time maintaining a labor force that we dropped it to twice a day. Our decision 
to go with robots was based on the challenges and costs of labor. Since 
we installed the robots, our labor costs are cut in half and milk production 
increased 25 percent.”

May 2, 2016

MILKING A COW...WITH 
A ROBOT
Yep, with a robot!
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Duane’s great-grandfather homesteaded near Palmer in the late 1800s, 
hand-milking cows into a bucket. The dairy transitioned to Duane’s father, 
and then Duane and his wife, Ronda, purchased it from him. The dairy now 
milks more than 650 cows each day and four of their five children work on 
the dairy with them.

“I couldn’t bear the thought of looking 
out our picture window and not seeing 
any cows in the pen or that they 
belonged to someone other than us or 
our children,” Ronda said. “But I knew 
if we didn’t move to robotics, we would 
eventually have to sell out.”

They first saw robots at the World 
Dairy Expo in Wisconsin. Making the 
decision to switch to robots was easy; 
the hard part was finding a company 
to sell them robots.

“We kept calling two companies, but 
they couldn’t help us because they 
didn’t have dealerships near us,” Ronda 
said. “I finally got on Lely’s Facebook 
page and messaged them, ‘Please, 
please, please sell us your machines.’ Someone finally listened 
and they put the wheels in motion to set up a dealership.”

Robotic milkers, known as automated milking systems (AMS), were developed 
in Europe and began commercial application in the 1990s.

“Before my Dad passed away he had Alzheimer’s, but I still talked to him about 
activities on the dairy,” Duane said. “One day, I told him I was nervous about the 
decision to switch to robots and Dad said to me, ‘Duane, I can see it in your eyes 
that you’re going to make this work.’ That’s helped me through the dark days 
when I wasn’t sure we made the right decision.”

When the Meiers first began talking to robotic companies at the Expo, those 
companies wanted them to build new barns. However, the Meiers had recently 
built two barns and weren’t interested in building more. Eventually, the company 
allowed them to retrofit their barns for the equipment.
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“After they were installed, we had to train the cows to use them,” Duane said. 
“We walked around the pens 24-hours-a-day for the first five days and led the 
cows to the robots. Our family, neighbors and students from K-State took turns 
with 10-hour shifts. According to our pedometers, we walked 10 miles per shift; 
it was a great weight-loss program for me.”

Although the initial learning curve was steep, the Meiers admit the cows 
are now training them.

Each cow wears a collar that 
transmits various data to a central 
computer. The computers are 
monitored in the main office 
and every eight hours a list is 
generated of cows that haven’t 
been milked. They then find those 
cows and lead them to the robots.

“Now that we have the robots, the 
personalities of the cows really come out,” Ronda said. “They are more mellow 
which means the barns are much quieter; we just don’t hear them bellowing like 
we used to. We also learned the cows prefer not to be disturbed. We left the 
lights on one night and they didn’t like it. It was like they said, ‘Turn the lights off 
and leave us alone.’ Another time, we had an open house for 200 people and 
production dropped.”
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The Holstein breed comprises a majority of the herd, although some of the 
children favor the Jersey breed. One of each breed faces the other on the 
Meier’s Dairy sign with the motto, A Farm Divided. Ronda points out the phrase 
refers to the breed of cows, not conflict in the family.

“We call the Jerseys, our little piggies,” Duane joked. “They love to eat so they’ll 
go into the stanchion just to eat, but the robot recognizes they are not giving 
milk, so it shuts off the feed and opens the gate. The Jerseys go around and try 
it again and the robot shuts off the feeder and opens the gate. The computer 
showed us that one cow recently tried it 15 times before she gave up.”

The move away from the intense labor of milking each day created new 
opportunities for specialization. While Duane and Ronda provide the oversight, 
each of their children are able to focus on certain niche areas such as robot 
technology, herd management, breeding, genetics, feed technology and other 
business components.

“One difference we appreciate 
is that we have the chance to 
teach our children more,” Duane 
explained. “When they were 
growing up, it was often easier 
to tell the hired help to go do 
something rather than taking the 
time to show our kids. Now we 
have more time to train them.”

Between two of the barns, toy farm implements are scattered in a large sand 
pile, evidence of the grandchildren that now spend time on the dairy.

“Our children had the chance to work away from the farm before deciding to 
return,” Ronda said. “At Christmas last year, every memory our kids shared 
revolved around milking cows. We can’t imagine doing anything else.”

“And I’m not smart enough to do anything else,” Duane jokes.

Most family farms in America face the challenge of keeping the farm in the 
family. For the Meier family, the transition requires thinking differently. Adapting 
to the latest technology ensures their grandchildren playing with toy tractors in 
the sand can create their own milk cow memories. 
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Satchel Creek Steaks began in 2001 the same way the Satchel Creek Ranch 
was acquired in 1984: old-fashioned bartering.

“I learned bartering from my parents who owned cattle ranches in Colorado 
and farms in Kansas,” Tiya Tonn-Oppold, owner and operator, says. “But Dad 
wanted his operations in one state so they traded for the Satchel Creek Ranch 
near Rosalia. Then one day I was telling our optometrist about our cattle and 
we soon started bartering eye glasses for beef. Later, his assistant asked if she 
could buy some from us, and Satchel Creeks Steaks became a business.”

The business grew over time as consumers became more interested in locally 
grown food and grass-fed beef. Although the national rate of beef consumption 
has decreased slightly, according to USDA reports, there is steady growth 
in farmers and ranchers participating in local food systems. To encourage 
that growth, the USDA has developed several Know Your Farmer, Know 
Your Food programs.

“I’m convinced that God made the Flint Hills because he loves people so 
much that he wants them to have the best beef possible,” Tiya says. “The 
prairie grasses are some of the sweetest in the world and the reason why 
our beef tastes so good. We do a lot of things to improve our herd, but you 
just can’t beat the native grasses.”

May 31, 2016

HOME-GROWN BEEF
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Although Tiya grew up on a cattle ranch, the idea of marketing custom-
cut meat was new to her. Therefore, she chose to use Krehbiels Specialty 
Meats in McPherson to process the beef because of their wide range of 
USDA certified recipes.

Satchel Creek Steaks has learned that direct-to-consumer (DTC) business 
is the most successful, although their meats can be purchased in different 
restaurants and retail locations. USDA research also indicates the DTC 
model produces the highest return-on-investment (ROI) for those selling 
products in local food systems.
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“I’ve discovered there are two different buyers of our meat,” she says. “One is the 
man grilling at home or tailgating at football games and the other is the mom who 
wants good, lean hamburger to feed the family and stretch the budget.

“Sometimes, women think I’m lying when I tell them they don’t have to drain the 
hamburger after they brown it,” Tiya says. “I tell them if they have to drain it, they 
can bring the receipt back to me and I’ll refund their purchase. I grew up on this 
kind of lean beef and didn’t know until a high school Home Ec. class that some 
hamburger leaves such a mess in the pan.”

She prefers purebred Hereford cows because of her familiarity with the breed her 
parents raised. The cows are bred with purebred Angus bulls which produce an 
F1 (first filial generation) calf, a genetic term that refers to the offspring of mixture 
of two purebreds. Satchel Creek Steaks come from the F1 line.

“I like the disposition of the Hereford mommas,” Tiya says. “There are two 
things I will not tolerate on the ranch--a hot-tempered bull and a high-headed 
heifer. We run this ranch as a family so if a cow or bull takes someone out, it’s 
either me or one of my kids.

“Cattle are like athletes; they all mature at different rates. Just like two brothers 
in the same family grow up differently, cattle finish at different rates. Our cattle 
aren’t penned up in a stall; instead, they roam with their buddies and compete 
to see who can eat the most. However, we watch that closely because we 
don’t like a lot of extra fat on our meat, just enough to produce the right 
amount of marbling.”
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According to the Kansas Farm Bureau Beef Fun Facts, beef is the number 
one food source for protein, vitamin B12 and zinc. The average American 
consumes 54.3 pounds of beef each year.

“The first bite of meat my children took was our beef; they’ve grown 
up on Satchel Creek meat. Three out of the four have gone to college 
on athletic scholarships.”

Her eldest son, Ty, focused on agricultural studies in college and, after 
graduating, returned to the ranch to run the day-to-day operations.

“My hat is off to him.  He keeps the ranch running these days, working 
round-the-clock. I am blessed to have a strong transition plan moving 
forward with my son. I loved raising my kids on the ranch and would 
love for them join me,” she says.

“But before that can happen, I have four conditions: First, they have to move 
out on their own; second, they have to work for someone else besides Mom; 
third, they can’t feel obligated to come back because Mom needs help; and 
fourth, I expect them to work hard. My parents worked hard, I work hard and 
they work hard.”

Tiya’s experience as Satchel Creek’s 
CEO is aided by her law degree and 
real estate license. The recent census 
indicates that only 14.1 percent of 
farms in the U.S. have a female as a 
principal operator.

“Although they don’t admit it, bankers 
would rather talk to a man about 
ranching operations than they would 
a woman,” Tiya says. “I studied law 
and real estate so I’d know what I was 
talking about. I’ve also worked with 
lawyers to make sure the ranch is 
passed on wisely to my children.”
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She also has experience in agricultural broadcasting and believes that 
people in agricultural need to tell their story more.

“We as farmers and ranchers, are so busy producing that, at the end 
of the day, the last thing we want is another job to do. We used to 
believe that telling the story was the job of our association or industry, 
but that’s not the case anymore. We all need to tell our own story.”

The story of Satchel Creek Steaks is that of many farms and ranches: 
adapting old-fashioned business principles to compete in an ever-
changing economy. Perhaps in no other sector of the world’s economy 
does the light of entrepreneurial creativity shine brighter than on the 
farms and ranches in America.
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How many pounds of cherry tomatoes must their family sell in order to pay for 
gas to Yellowstone and back? Jay and Linda Sleichter posed that question to 
their five children for their 2015 vacation.

Jay’s Jellies, Produce and More is a family owned business north of Clay Center. 
Jay, Linda and their five children - ranging from age three to 14 - all pitch in to 
grow a variety of vegetables and fruits.

“I graduated from Kansas 
State University with a 
degree in animal science,” 
Jay says. “But as our family 
grew, I wanted to spend 
more time with them, 
especially in the summer. 
I went back to KSU and 
became an elementary 
school teacher.”

June 20, 2016

A FAMILY AFFAIR
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Jay and Linda both grew up on 
Kansas farms and were delighted 
to find five acres of land with a 
house large enough for their family. 
Surrounded by thousands of acres 
of corn and wheat, they started a 
garden.

“Each afternoon, Linda gives me a 
grocery list and the kids and I walk 
out to the gardens and pick what we 
eat for dinner,” Jay says. “That’s our 
own version of fast food!”

“One harvest, we had too many 
jalapeno peppers left over and didn’t 
know what to do with them,” Linda 

says. “We weren’t going to throw them away so we made some jalapeno jelly 
from an aunt’s recipe.”

Thus began Jay’s Jellies, Produce and More. They sold the first batch at the Clay 
Center Farmers Market and customers clamored for even hotter varieties. Over 
the course of time, they’ve added a variety of fruit jellies as well as produce.

“Jay has the kitchen so hot with the peppers sometimes I have to load the kids 
up and go to the pool,” Linda jokes.

The pool in nearby Clay Center, it turns out, is good motivation to engage the 
children in their gardens.

“We don’t bribe our kids with 
money, but we do bribe them 
with activities they enjoy,” 
Linda says. “They all have 
jobs to do in the morning and 
if they do it without whining, 
we’ll go to the pool in the 
afternoon. I’ve only heard 
a child whine once 
this summer.”
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Their oldest, Katy, uses her work in the 
gardens as a project for both her FFA 
and 4-H projects.

“When I run the stand at the farmers market 
by myself, people ask me if my siblings and I 
actually grow the food,” Katy says. “They ask 
all sorts of questions and I can answer most 
of them.  If I don’t want a regular nine-to-five 
job when I get older, I already know how to 
make a living doing this.”

Like all farmers, Jay and Linda are 
entrepreneurs at heart. While they’d love 
to farm full-time, the start-up cost of land, 
equipment, seeds and fertilizer were 
beyond their reach.

“I attended the Growers Conference in St. Joe one year and they talked about 
how much produce you can grow in a high tunnel,” Jay says. “I came home and 
ran the idea past Linda who said we had $200 in the budget. I built my first 12 
feet by 18 feet high tunnel and made enough money selling produce that year I 
paid for my next 18 feet by 48 feet high tunnel. Now I have five. They’re like Lay’s 
Potato Chips; I can’t have just one.”
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High tunnels, also known as hoop houses, are plastic encased structures that 
protect plants from the sun, wind, excessive rainfall and extend the growing 
season. Jay raises a wide variety of tomatoes, squashes, cucumbers, peppers 
and other produce popular with customers. Although they are not heated during 
the winter, various cool season crops can still be grown.

“We have a winter market now in 
Manhattan and the winter vegetables like 
kale, chard and Asian greens are good 
sellers,” Jay says. “Customers like our 
winter carrots the best.”
In addition to the Manhattan Farmers 
Market – of which Jay is a board member 
– he also sells at Farmers Markets in 
Junction City and Clay Center.

“Customers in each market want 
something different so we grow our 
produce based on those requests,” 
Linda     says. “We’ve also found the CSA 
(community supported agriculture) model 
works well, too. Customers sign up for 
a six-week period and we deliver a bag 
of vegetables each week depending on 
what is ready. I throw in recipes and the 
customers love it.”

The increasing demand for locally grown 
food contributes to the rise of regional 
food systems. The USDA encourages 
these local food systems through their 
Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food 
initiative.  Tapping into this interest, Jay started Republican Valley Produce for 
local produce growers.

Linda, also a graduate of K-State, worked in the agriculture communications 
department at KSU before becoming a nurse. She uses her background in 
communications to market their business.
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“We work with the local farmers markets 
to attract more customers,” Linda says. 
“Social media like Facebook works well for 
us, too. People love to buy local.”

Internationally, the Sleichters represent 
a segment in agriculture known as 
smallholder farmers: people farming 
five to 10 acres. Smallholders are of 
intense interest to agricultural scientists 
strategizing to feed a population of nine 
billion by 2050. Much research is focused 
on creating sustainable intensification – 
the concept of growing more nutritious 
food on small acreage that increases 
revenue and minimizes impact to the 
environment. KSU won a $50 million 
award for a USAID Feed the Future 
Sustainable Intensification Innovation Lab.

Unwittingly, the Sleichters also answered one of the biggest challenges of 
agriculture: post-harvest losses which can reach as high as 40 percent. 
Rather than throw the excess peppers away, they started a business 
that now involves their whole family.

The family sold 80 pints of cherry tomatoes to cover their gas costs to 
Yellowstone. This summer’s trip is to New England and they will need 
to sell 160 pints.

“And each time we sell a pint, we all go, Ding!” Katy jokes.
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Once a year, in the Flint Hills of Kansas, the coyotes grow silent, the crickets quit 
chirping, the pheasants stop clucking and the cowboys finish tending cattle early 
to listen to a different kind of music on the prairie. On this one night, the Sympho-
ny In the Flint Hills graces the prairie on a stage framed against a cerulean blue 
sky sprinkled with cotton-ball clouds. 

Those who first invited the musicians from the Kansas City Symphony under-
stood the soul’s love for music and it’s longing for the prairie. People are invited 
to this slice of heaven to drink in the fresh air of a Kansas breeze, breathe in the 
amber glow of setting sun and listen to the myriad voices of the prairie. Although 
the invitation is to listen to the symphony the first time, the intent is for you to 
listen to the music of the prairie at other times. 

The symphony is a reminder that the prairie makes its own music. Throw a blan-
ket between the wildflowers then settle in to listen to the voices that grew silent 
while you were looking for a place to settle. They know you’re there, they saw 
you coming long before you chose that spot. That meadowlark perched on the 

July 20, 2016

LISTEN TO THE MUSIC 
OF OUR PRAIRIE
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fence warbled your presence to others as you drove past. That killdeer zigzag-
ging in the graveled road tried to lure you away from her nests of camouflaged 
eggs in the rocks. That coyote trotting off in the distance signaled your arrival. Be 
patient; they’ll sing to you again.

The symphony invites you to listen to the music of the past. Sit quietly and listen 
to a million bison hooves thunder like tympani drums across the prairie. Listen 
to the click-click-click-click of a Native American man flint napping - teaching his 
son to make arrowheads from shards of flint. You might just hear Zebulon Pike’s 
saddle creak as he peers out over the hills and gave this land its name: the flinty 
hills. Behind him, wagonload after wagonload of pioneers headed west, young 
man, through head-high grasses to new beginnings.

Occasionally, the sweet melody is interrupted by mournful sounds of 
angry clashes over the land between  pioneers and Native Americans 
or the grief-stricken funeral dirge of a mother who lost her sons to the 
Civil War in Bloody Kansas.

The pounding of a hammer against a metal survey rod setting the corners of a 
160 acre plot still rings from the Homestead Act of 1864 that gave land to any pi-
oneer brave enough to carve a life from the soil. Those who claimed the ground 
fought thru the arctic winters that pile snow as high as a barn, spring storms that 
turn rivers into furious torrents and blazing summers that create cracks in the 
ground large enough to swallow small rodents. 
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A different rhythmic hammer nails iron spikes on railroad tracks carrying puffing 
steam engines and eastern money to the undulating prairies. Soon after, you can 
hear the whip and whistle of cowboys driving large herds of cattle from Texas to 
Abilene to load in boxcars destined for eastern markets. This prairie gave birth to 
the American Cowboy who prefers wide open prairies to an office, a saddle to an 
easy chair and leathered skin on muscled frames grown tough by the hard work 
of an honest living.

The symphony invites people to listen to the music of the present. Each spring 
the dried prairie grasses crackle when they are set ablaze for the annual burn. 
Lines of fire illuminate the night sky and lay like red lace on shapely hills and 
valleys. Soon after, the hills explode with sweet grasses and thousands of cattle 
mooing in the pastures as they dine on nature’s finest bounty. 

In the valleys, spring-fed streams ripple over limestone slabs and trickle in pools 
teeming with sun perch and crawdads. Bullfrogs drum out deep base notes while 
cicadas whine like the siren of an ambulance.

The tall grasses of the prairie, some as high as your head, make their own mu-
sic. Sometimes, a gentle breeze whispers the prairie awake to the quail singing 
bob-white, bob-white. At other times, a fierce south wind whips the grasses like a 
thousand furious violin strings in crescendo.
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Listen to the oak tree, with roots as deep as her limbs that reach to the sky, 
as she whispers a lullaby in her leaves. Her acorns plop on the ground as 
scurrying squirrels whisk her seeds away for the winter. Close your eyes and 
see if you can tell the difference between the music of the rustling leaves of 
the sycamore and the cottonwood.

The slow whoop-whoop-whoop of the giant wind generators stationed like 
soldiers at attention mix with the whir of the grasshopper-like oil pumps 
reaching thousands of feet into the ground. They speak about the creativity of 
people looking for alternative sources for energy.

Amidst the prairie sounds are the lyrics of  poets and writers who wrangle 
words onto a page like a cowboy bulldogging a steer. The troubadour 
harmonizes with the meadowlark in ballads on the strings of an old guitar; 
their words weave meaning into life.

The symphony invites people to listen to the music of the prairie’s future.  
Eavesdrop on the conversations in the dining room of one generation 
passing the family farm or ranch to the next. Old-timers tell stories that 
impart the principles of hard work, deep faith, love of family, love for the 
land and perseverance.
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The music of the prairie’s future sounds much like the music of the past and 
present as people work diligently to preserve her heritage and protect her 
pristine resources. The future sounds like cattle grazing on the hillsides, the 
wind whistling through the tall grasses and bees buzzing around sunflowers.

The Symphony In the Flint Hills, one day a year, graces the prairie with 
humanity’s best music. However, once everyone leaves, the prairie 
resumes creating her own music.

Come, listen to the music of our prairie.

Note: The best place for the public to enjoy our prairie is at the Tallgrass Prairie 
National Preserve, north of Strong City along Scenic By-Way, Highway 177.
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August 30, 2016

THE LIFE OF A KANSAS 
PECAN GROWER
For more than 75 years the Zwahlen family 
has been harvesting pecans

Johnny Zwahlen remembers the noise of falling pecans hammering the large 
kitchen pot he held over his head as a child.

“Grandpa had a shaker mounted to the tractor that shook trees so hard the 
ground trembled like an earthquake,” Johnny says. “My ears are still ringing 
from those pecans drumming that metal pot.”

Johnny and his wife, Janet, high school sweethearts nearing their 40th 
anniversary, live on a farm near Oswego that has been in his family for 76 years.

“My Great Uncle John Wiseman walked with a cane,” Johnny says. “He plant-
ed our first grove by sticking his cane in the ground, then dropping in a pecan.”
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Dr. Bill Reid, manager of Kansas State University’s Pecan Research Station 
in nearby Chetopa says, “The soil of the Neosho River flood plain is deep and 
fertile, but full of clay. Although it’s often either too wet or too hard to farm, it’s 
perfect for growing more than 8,000 acres of pecan trees.”

The Zwahlens prepare in August for harvest that starts after the first frost in 
November. They mow the grass short enough to pick up fallen sticks, but tall 
enough to hide pecans from wildlife.

“Beating the critters to our pecans is like a 50-yard dash,” Johnny jokes. 
“Squirrels, turkeys, raccoons and crows eat our pecans the minute they’re 
ready. There’s also a herd of 70 deer that roam this area and when they finish 
eating all the soybeans, they start on our pecans.”

Once the pecans are ready to harvest, Johnny backs his tractor up to a tree. A 
thick belt wraps the tree snugly then shakes the pecans loose.

After the pecans drop, Johnny drags a stick rake behind his tractor to pick up 
branches that have fallen. Janet picks up the smaller sticks the rake misses.
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“You wouldn’t believe how 
many little branches fall out 
of a tree,” Johnny says. “I 
look up in a tree and don’t 
see any branches that will 
fall, then I shake the tree 
and it looks like a tornado 
went through.”

“Johnny took me out on 
pecan-picking dates in high 
school and I was assigned 

the task of picking up sticks,” Janet says. “You’d think I would have realized what 
he was getting me into for the next 40 years. At least he doesn’t make me wear a 
kitchen pot over my head.”

After the sticks are raked, Johnny hooks the pecan picker behind the tractor. A 
spinning drum with 500 finger-like rubber tubes pick up the pecans and throw 
them on to a conveyor belt which leads to a hopper.

“Pecans are not like other 
crops that you can take to 
the grain elevator with some 
field debris in it,” Dr. Reid 
says. “Pecans have to be 100 
percent clean when they arrive 
at the shelling plant.”

Johnny takes the pecans to his 
barn for the cleaning process 
of removing the shells, sticks 
and other debris.

“This is the second new barn we built in the same spot since we moved here,” 
Johnny says. “We had a pecan tree that was 17 feet in circumference and 
estimated to be 300 years old. An expert logger assured me the tree would never 
fall where I wanted to build the barn. Sure enough, I built the barn and the tree 
fell right smack dab on top of it.”
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One of our biggest cleaning problems is caused by armadillos.They make little 
dirt clods that harden and the picker can’t tell the difference between a dirt clod 
and a pecan, so we have to hand sort them. These critters around here make 
for a lot of extra work.”

Once the pecans are cleaned to their satisfaction, the Zwahlens take them 
to Afton, Okla., to the shelling plant at Miller Pecan Company.

In a good year, the pecan trees will produce up to 1,500 pounds per acre. 
The price per pound fluctuates each year like all crops based on supply 
and demand. The Zwhalens carefully select the best pecans to ensure 
they sell a premium grade.

Dr. Reid says, “For centuries, families shelled their pecans at home, but 
commercial shelling started in the big cities in the 1920s. Young boys around 
here climbed the trees with baseball bats to knock the pecans loose then people 
gathered them in gunnysacks to sell to the local grocer. The grocer loaded them 
on railroad boxcars bound for shelling plants in Chicago.”

 “We used to sit around the house in the winter and shell pecans when I was a 
kid,” Johnny says. “Boy, I sure got tired of that no matter how good they taste.”
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Dr. Reid says, “There are thousands of varieties of pecan trees, but the best 
nut for flavor and nutrition is from the Kanza tree. Although smaller than other 
varieties, it is a choice food for eating as a snack or adding to cooking and 
baking. The nut meat is dense with 70 percent unsaturated fat and high in 
energy; the American Heart Association labels it a heart healthy food.”

Like all nuts, pecans fall in the protein category of USDA’s My Plate dietary 
guidelines. Early Native Americans referred to pecans as the nut that needs 
a stone to crack.

“We eat pecans on everything,” Janet says. “If it calls for one cup, I put in two.”

Dr. Reid now finds baby boomers are planting pecan groves as a legacy. The 
trees begin producing after 20 years and will produce for another 150.

“Our five-year-old granddaughter likes to help us,” Janet said. “But she’s like me; 
the novelty of picking up sticks wears off quickly. We hope one day she will pick 
pecans with her own children and grandchildren in our family’s grove.”

For 76 years, people have called 620-597-2708 to talk to the owners of the 
Zwhalen Pecan Farm. Johnny and Janet hope that same phone number works 
for another 76 years.

Even then, the first tree that Uncle John planted with his cane will 
still be producing.
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Warren Sutton grows green beans on his farm for a most extraordinary reason: 
he and his wife, Eileen, consider it a ministry to give young people a summer job. 
They want them to learn where their food comes from, the value of manual labor 
and to work without supervision.

“Our family is active in the 
Belleville Wesleyan Church,” 
Warren says. “We’ve raised 
three children on a farm that’s 
been in the family since 1870. 
Our son, Allan, stayed on the 
farm, but they all credit life 
on the farm for instilling the 
values of faith, family and 
hard work. Employing young 
people is our way of making 
our faith practical.”

August 30, 2016

GROWING AND HARVESTING 
GREEN BEANS
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Warren employs six to eight young people each summer from the small towns 
surrounding their farm in Norway.

“I start them in the morning, then leave them to take care of the vegetable 
crops,” Warren says. “They learn how to work together without someone 
standing over them every minute.”

“We typically grow crops like soy, corn and wheat,” Warren says. “However, a 
few years ago, a neighbor suggested that our sandy soil was great for growing 
vegetables, too. I started with pumpkins and later added green beans.”

Unlike the variety of green beans grown in backyard gardens that produce 
throughout a season, the varieties Warren grows - such as broncos and 
valentines - all ripen, or set, at once.

“Pumpkins grow well, but they harvest in the fall. I wanted to grow something 
that harvested in the summer so the kids would have work. However, since the 
green beans all set at the same time, that doesn’t give the kids enough work in 
the summer. I’ve now added two acres each of sweet corn and potatoes so they 
have work all summer. I try not to put all my eggs in the green-bean basket.”

Six acres of green beans were ready for harvest in late July and, because 
harvesting green beans by hand is so labor intensive, Warren uses a 
mechanical bean picker.

“We pull this picker behind a tractor and it pulls the plant and beans on to a 
conveyor belt,” Warren says. “Then an exhaust fan sucks up the lighter leaves 
and such leaving the green beans to dump in boxes on the back.”
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One youth rides on the back of the picker and swaps out the boxes. During 
a good year when the harvest reaches 120 bushels of beans per acre, the 
picker fills one tub per minute. However, heavy rains during this year’s planting 
season in May followed by several weeks without rain dropped his yields to 
around 30 bushels per acre.

 “Warren will be working for free this summer,” he jokes.

The boxes are taken to a nearby barn for final sorting. His young workers gather 
around two different shaker machines that move the beans slowly on a conveyor 
belt for the final hand sorting. They lift off plant stalks, leaves, an occasional 
caterpillar and beans that are either too small or too large.

“Grandma’s lumpy beans just don’t cut it anymore with consumers,” Warren 
jokes. “When I was a kid, our beans had huge lumps in them from the bean 
pod. But we can’t let the bean start growing pods inside. People like the 
inside to be pod-free and all flesh.”
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 The beans are then loaded into a refrigerated semi-trailer for cold storage until 
they’re ready for delivery.

“We’re a wholesale supplier to 
a variety of businesses in the 
area with roadside stands,” 
Warren says. “The beans that 
load today will leave tomorrow.”

Mikayla Pachta, a sophomore 
at Benedictine College, first 
met Warren at a Republic 
County Farm Bureau meeting. 
The county Farm Bureau is a 
local, volunteer-led organization, and 105 county Farm Bureaus 
make up Kansas Farm Bureau (KFB).

“Two years ago, I was one of the first people in our high school to be selected for 
(Republic County Farm Bureau’s) Youth Ambassador Program,” Mikayla says. 
“The intent is to help young people understand what KFB does. We attend board 
meetings and help out in various KFB activities.”
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As one of the older youth, Mikayla serves as a taxi-service hauling the younger 
ones back and forth from town to the farm.

 “Warren gives us instructions, then leaves,” Mikayla says. “He expects us to 
figure out how to work together. Some of us have strengths in one area and a 
weakness in the other so we learn how to help each other.”

“When these young people 
are given the right tools to do 
the job and an expectation to 
accomplish a task, they learn 
quickly how to work together,” 
Warren says. “There’s no 
sense of entitlement with 
these kids.”

“He trusts us to do the job,” 
Mikayla says. “Recently, we 

harvested about three times more sweet corn than he expected. His expression 
of surprise made us proud.”

In addition to working for him, Mikayla admires Warren’s family for their care of 
people in the community.

“Warren helps a lot of people in our community who struggle to feed their family,” 
Mikayla says. “He sets aside a lot of the boxes of vegetables that he gives to 
local food banks or even directly to families.”
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The young ambassador program gives young people like Mikayla the ability to 
become more educated about the various parts of the agriculture industry so 
they, in turn, can help educate others.

“I love telling the story of agriculture,” Mikayla says. “Our family grows 
alfalfa and cattle, but working with Warren gives me a greater understanding 
of ag in Kansas. This provides me the knowledge and the platform to tell 
the story to others.”

Farmers are frequently encouraged to better tell their story of agriculture. 
However, many work from dawn to dusk and have little time. Warren has 
discovered a better way: empower young people to tell the story.

Warren and his family reflect the motto that weaves all farm families together: 
faith, family and farming. Their family also includes the young people of their 
community, a new generation of ambassadors.
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Early on a summer morning, Wanda Esping gazes out her second-story 
window over a field of sunflowers. Acres of yellow globes splash across land 
homesteaded by her ancestors along the Smoky Hill River near Lindsborg.

“Oh, Karl,” Wanda says to her husband. “Look at our girls this morning. Aren’t 
they beautiful? Look at the way they dance with the sun!”

Karl and Wanda began growing sunflowers shortly after the Easter Freeze of 
2007 wiped out their family’s wheat crop.

“The freeze wiped out $2 billion worth of crops in the U.S.,” Karl says. 
“I had a heart attack and while recuperating from triple by-pass surgery, 
I researched sunflowers. We planted our first 400 acres of sunflowers in 
wheat stubble that year.”

There are two kinds of sunflowers grown for commercial use: black 
oil and confection.

The small, black oil seeds are used for cooking oil, cosmetics and premium 
bird food. The large, confection seeds are popular with consumers who eat the 
kernels that have been de-hulled by a machine or with their teeth.

October 5, 2016

GROWING SUNFLOWER 
SEEDS
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“Oil sunflowers grow better on our farm,” Karl says. “But confection sunflowers 
do better in drier areas like western Kansas. We plant around Memorial Day 
and harvest around Halloween. A good yield runs about 1,500 pounds of 
seeds per acre.”

Karl uses the no-till farming method, which improves soil quality, reduces erosion 
and minimizes water usage. Many sunflower farmers also plant cover crops like 
radishes or beets with their sunflowers to enrich the soil.

“People ask if sunflowers follow 
the sun across the sky each day 
and, yes, they do,” Karl says. 
“However, they stop once the 
flower blooms, then the head 
slowly starts to sag.”
Critical to the crop’s success are 
pollinators, like honeybees.

“If you walk into the field 
and stand still, the buzz (of 
bees) will turn into a roar,” Karl 
says. “In spring, you often see 
trucks on the interstate carrying 
bee hives up north to pollinate 
their sunflower crops.”

Once the oil seeds are harvested, they are hauled to a press that squeezes out 
the oil. Sunflower oil falls into three types; NuSun, linoleic and high oleic. Oleic 
acid is a healthy, monounsaturated fat that occurs naturally in vegetable oils.

“I grow high oleic sunflowers,” Karl says. “Sunflower cooking oil is increasingly 
popular because of the healthy content of good fats and no trans fats. It’s high in 
Vitamin E and has a 50 percent higher smoke point than other cooking oils.”

Another use of black oil sunflowers is feeding songbirds. More than 25 percent of 
the annual oil sunflower crop is used for bird feed.

“I’d prefer to make a little money feeding birds instead of them eating my 
sunflowers in the field for free,” Karl jokes. “That’s why I like sunflower heads 
to sag; birds won’t hang upside down to eat. A flock of blackbirds can wipe out 
an entire crop in one day.”
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The byproduct of pressing the seeds into oil is sunflower meal. The 
meal is turned into pellets, a high-protein feed additive for cattle also 
known as sunflower cake.

“People with show cattle love to feed sunflower cake,” Karl says. “It’s about 
20-percent protein and gives cattle a nice sheen to their coat.”

Confection sunflowers are sent to facilities to be dried. The larger seeds are 
seasoned with a variety of flavors like ranch, dill or barbecue. The medium-
sized seeds are de-hulled and the kernels used in salads and snacks. The 
smaller seeds are used in bird feed mixtures.

Confection kernels are also used to make Sun Butter. This peanut butter-
like paste is high in protein and marketed as a peanut-free and tree nut-free 
alternative. People with nut allergies are able to eat Sun Butter.

“The fun thing about confection sunflowers is that people can grow them 
in their own garden,” Karl says. “I often talk to school kids and give them a 
packet of seeds so they can grow their own. I also give them instructions 
on how to dry the seeds and make their own snacks. There’s even a 
coloring book for kids.”
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In addition to farming 300-500 acres of sunflowers each year, Karl is a 
passionate ambassador at state, national and international levels for sunflower 
production. He serves as the Chairman of the Kansas Sunflower Commission as 
well as the Vice President of the National Sunflower Association.

“There’s a difference between a commission and an association,” Karl says. 
“When a farmer takes a crop to the grain elevator, he or she is charged by the 
state of Kansas with a crop check-off. That check-off money is given back to the 
commission who represents that crop. The Sunflower Commission is funded by 
that system to create better markets.

“However, an association is funded privately so they can do political lobbying. 
I make trips to Washington, D.C., because a lot of people who make decisions 
about what happens on a farm have never even been on one.”

At one time during the 1970s, the U.S. was a leading exporter of sunflowers, 
a status now held by Argentina. Most of the sunflowers grown in the U.S. 
are consumed here, but there is a push by the United States Department of 
Agriculture to return the U.S. as a leading exporter of sunflowers.

“I go to Spain next spring to help increase our exports,” Karl says. “Soccer fans 
love sunflower seeds and we want them to eat seeds grown here in the U.S.”

Like all farm families, the Espings continue to diversify crops to ensure success 
on the farm for future generations.

“We’re the fifth generation to live 
on our family farm since 1869,” 
Wanda says. “It feels so good 
to see the sixth and seventh 
generation – our son and four-
year-old grandson - farming 
with us. We want to give our 
descendants in the eighth and 
ninth generations the opportunity 
to farm this land.

“Someday, one of our grandchildren will live in this house and look out over 
the same field each morning. We want them to enjoy our beautiful, yellow 
girls as much as we do.”
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Kent Goyen smiles as he gazes over his field of snow-white cotton framed 
against a navy-blue sky. Like a proud parent cheering on a child crossing the 
finish line, he applauds the crop he loves. 

“When cotton first starts to grow in the spring, the plant stays small a long time 
and you don’t think it’s going to make it,” Kent says. “But it’s fascinating to watch 
it struggle through all the stages of growth. The prettiest stage is right before the 
fall harvest when it turns white.”

Kent, a third generation farmer 
near Pratt, is the president of the 
Kansas Cotton Association and 
the chairman for the American 
Cotton Producers in Kansas. 
“One of the good things about 
cotton is it requires about half the 
water as other crops,” Kent says. 

November 21, 2016

GROWING COTTON IN 
KANSAS
Learn more about cotton harvest and the 
many uses of this crop
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“Water conservation is a major concern for farmers. Another benefit of cotton 
is it grows well in poor soil.”

The plant grows the seed and cotton inside a boll. The boll is closed until the 
plant matures, then slowly opens up. Once the plant is ready to harvest, the 
challenge is separating the cotton and the seeds from the bolls.

Unlike other crops that are harvested with a 
combine, a stripper is used to harvest cotton. The 
stripper uses a combination of brushes to remove 
the boll from the plant.

“People think walking in tall cotton is a good thing,” 
Kent says. “If you planted a cotton seed in a pot 
inside the house and let it grow, it would get nine feet 
tall. However, we prefer the cotton stays short so the 
stripper can grab it easier. As good as the stripper 
works, the cotton still ends up with a lot of trash in it. 
That’s where the cotton gin comes in to play.”
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Once the cotton is stripped, it is dumped into a wagon called a buggy. The 
buggy dumps it into a portable stomper. The stomper tamps the cotton down and 
creates a module that looks like a loaf of bread. The module is covered with a 
tarp, loaded onto a truck then taken to the gin.
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 “John Deere makes a new stripper that rolls the cotton right into a round module 
on the machine,” Kent says. “That eliminates the buggy and stomper and the 
round modules are taken straight to the gin.” 

One such cotton gin (short for engine) is located near Winfield. Dr. 
Rex Freeman, an expert in cotton production, represents the Plains 
Cotton Cooperative Association.

“Eli Whitney, considered to be the father of technology, patented the first gin 
in 1792 and it was a major force in the industrial revolution,” Rex says. “The 
gin begins by separating the raw cotton from the seeds. We end up with four 
products: seeds, motes, trash and lint. None of the cotton is wasted; even the 
trash is sold for compost.” 

After Whitney’s gin went into operation, the U.S. became a major exporter of 
cotton. In 1793, the U.S. exported 500,000 pounds of cotton, yet 17 years later, 
they exported more than 93 million pounds a year. The negative side of the 
cotton gin was it prolonged slavery in the south.

The first step of ginning is to feed raw cotton into a large machine that dries 
it. Then it drops through a horizontal shaft lined with dozens of spinning saw 
blades spaced about a ½ inch apart so the seeds fall in between. 
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The blades rip the cotton away from the seed then run it through a series of 
machines designed to separate the boll husks, sticks and other trash. The 
finished cotton lint is then pressed into a 500-pound bale.

“Each bale has samples removed and bar-coded,” Rex says. “Those samples 
are sent to the USDA and graded for quality. The farmer receives his payment for 
the quality of the lint based on its length, thickness, color and cleanliness.”

The seeds fall through the saw blades into a trough that moves them to another 
building. Some gins send the seeds to a crushing plant. The oil is squeezed 
out, the remaining 
meal is pressed into 
pellets for livestock 
feed and the hulls 
are used in oilfields 
for well drilling. Other 
gins, like those in 
Kansas, send the 
high protein seeds 
straight to farms for 
dairy cows to eat.
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“Another by-product is called motes,” Rex says. “Motes are a low-grade cotton 
used by the bedding and automotive industry for batting and everyday items 
like mops and Q-tips.”

Like all farmers, the price Kent receives for his crops fluctuate on circumstances 
beyond his control. China, the largest purchaser of cotton because of their 
textile mills, currently has enough cotton in storage to last 18 months. Excess 
cotton in China drives down prices in the U.S.

Another influence on the price of cotton is the price of oil. Since polyester is 
made from petroleum, when the price of oil goes down, so does the price of 
polyester —cottons biggest competition in the textile industry.

“Check the tag of your clothes to make sure you’re buying as much cotton 
content as possible,” Kent says. “The higher the cotton percentage, the 
better the clothing will feel. Most of the cotton grown in Kansas is the 
kind used for denim.”

Kansas cotton farmers, like Kent, are challenged with the contradictory principle 
that the better they perform, the less money they make. Wheat, for example, 
was a bumper crop this year yet the prices were too low for famers to cover 
their cost. There are few other professions where you produce your best work 
and receive less money.

“My grandpa told me when I was raising hogs to pay my way through college 
that I ought to find an easier way to make a living,” Kent says. “So I left the 
farm for 20 years, but I came back. I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do 
than to plant a cotton seed, help it grow and watch it cover a field like snow.”


