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The farmers and ranchers of Kansas are hard working people who often begin 
before the sun rises until after the sun sets. They have great stories to tell, but no 
time to tell them. 

The purpose of the Kansas Living Magazine is to tell those stories that are both 
informative and inspirational.

Rick McNary is one such writer who brings a unique perspective because, as a 
non-agricultural person, he tells the story as an admirer on the outside looking 
in. As he often tells our farmers and ranchers, “You think your life is normal, 
maybe even ordinary. But for those of us on the outside looking in, we think you 
are extraordinary, even heroic.”  
 
If you’d like to read more of Rick’s writing for Kansas Living and Kansas Farm 
Bureau, visit www.kansaslivingmagazine.com or find us on Facebook.

Meagan Cramer
Director of Communications & Marketing
Kansas Farm Bureau

About Rick McNary

Rick McNary became intensely aware of hunger on a 
mission trip to Nicaragua when a starving girl asked 
him to feed her. He dedicated himself to fighting 
world hunger and recruiting volunteers to help. He is 
also a fan of farmers and understands that to combat 
world hunger we must all work together. Rick is the 
author of the novel, Voices on the Prairie: a book of 
humor, The Cows of Hobson’s Pond; and his journey 
of fighting world hunger, Hunger Bites: Bite-Size 
Stories of Inspiration. He lives in Potwin, Kansas 
with his wife, Christine. 

         www.rickmcnary.me
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If you ask Christy Springer whether she refers to them as pigs or hogs, 
her answer is simple: bacon.

“I’m writing a cookbook: I Married a Hog 
Farmer; Now What the Heck do I do With all 
This Pork?” Christy says. “I never dreamed I 
would decorate my entire home with tractors 
and pigs, but they’re everywhere. I even have 
a statue of a pig that greets you at my door.”

Christy met her husband, Michael, 
on a blind date.

“We’re still friends with the people who set 
us up, so it must have been a good thing,” 
Christy jokes. “He was a hog farmer and I 
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knew nothing about farming, so we had plenty to talk about while dating.”

Christy, a native of Eureka, moved away after college but returned to Kansas 
to be near family. Michael grew up on his family’s farm near Sycamore.

“I knew when I was 5 years old that I wanted to be a farmer like my Dad and 
Grandpa,” Michael says. “Dad had a pair of brown duck Carhart coveralls but 
the only color in my size was green. I wasn’t happy until I grew big enough to 
have a pair just like Dad’s.”

Michael and Christy now live on their own farm south of Fredonia with their two 
young sons, Mason, 11, and Cooper, 8.

“I started raising bucket calves when I was 12 and that paid my way through 
college,” Michael says. “Our sons are now raising their own.”

“I named mine, Justin Beefer,” Mason jokes. “He kind of looks 
like Justin Bieber.”

“I have one, too,” Cooper chimes in. “I named mine Taylor Steak, 
but it doesn’t look anything like Taylor Swift.”

Although the farm has several employees, Michael and Christy have daily 
chores for their sons.

“We want our boys to stay on the farm,” Michael says. “But the most important 
lessons we can teach them are a strong work ethic and personal responsibility. If 
they learn that, they will be successful anywhere.”

“I like to wash out the barns and Dad is teaching me to sort hogs,” Mason says. 
“But my favorite part is my Papa teaching me how to drive the tractor.”

“I like to help, too,” Cooper says. “My favorite part is helping with the Ham-Tram.”

The Ham-Tram is a school bus converted to haul small pigs from one 
location to another. The baby pigs are loaded by hand into the Ham-Tram 
then unloaded by hand.
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Michael and Christy’s farm is part of Springer Family Foods, which they own 
along with his parents, Chuck and Debbie, grandparents, Lee and Dorothy and 
uncle and aunt, Dale and Judy. Their farm has nurseries for small pigs as well as 
finishing barns for market hogs.

Although the farm work can be all consuming, Michael and Christy keep their 
family engaged in the community.

“We are 4-H leaders because we can do it as a family,” Christy says. “It 
would be easy to let the work of the farm keep us at home, but we stay 
active in our community.”

Christy represents the 3rd District on the Kansas Farm Bureau Women’s 
Leadership Committee and serves on the Wilson County Farm Bureau board. 
She searches for creative ways to tell their story of farming to the public.

“The Kansas Pork Association does virtual classrooms on our farm and we sit 
with the baby pigs and talk to the kids about raising hogs,” Christy says. “The 
kids ask questions while the little pigs are running around in the pen and even 
climb on us sometimes. Little pigs are like little kids; as soon as the class is 
over, they all take a nap.”

Michael serves on boards with the Kansas Department of Agriculture and is 
past-president of the Kansas Pork Association.

“I take every chance I can to tell people about what we do because there is 
so much misinformation out there,” Michael says. “People ask about humane 
care for the animals, biosecurity, use of antibiotics and the environment.

“It is important we provide pigs with adequate space, water and feed,” 
Michael says. “Optimizing the pig’s welfare is not only the right thing to 
do for the pig, but something that always improves overall productivity 
and profitability for the business.”

“Even when we load them into the double-decker trailer for market, we give them 
the choice of window or aisle seating,” Christy jokes.

“Our pigs have their own dietitians. Swine nutritionists at K-State developed nine 
different diets for our pigs depending on their stage of growth. They are eating 
the best food available.”
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In addition to animal welfare, biosecurity is an area of intense concentration.

“Pigs are highly susceptible to diseases so we are extremely cautious in 
protecting our farms,” Michael says. “After our trucks deliver the hogs to market, 
they (the trailers) are washed then brought back to our Bake Barn where we 
bake the trailer at 160 degrees to kill any contaminants.

“When it comes to antibiotics, we approach our pigs the same way we do our 
children,” Michael says. “If they (the pigs) are sick, we work with our veteri-
narian and she prescribes an antibiotic. Just how we’d take our children to 
the doctor to be prescribed with necessary medication. Most of the time we 
isolate our sick pigs into hospital pens so they can recover faster; it’s all about 
providing each individual pig the best care possible.”

Another concern raised by the public is environmental impact.

“I tell people we live on the same land, eat the same food and drink the same 
water as they do,” Michael says. “We want to make sure the land is good for 
future generations so we have to take good care of it.”
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Michael and Christy reflect the current generation of young farmers that are 
savvy, educated and passionate entrepreneurs who produce the highest quality 
product to consumers. They preserve the legacy of their previous generation 
while focusing on long-term sustainability.

They want to make sure their children and grandchildren wear brown duck 
Carharts and decorate their homes with tractors and pigs.
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 The Griggs Brothers Farm in Augusta began after two middle-school 
boys, Talon and Colter Griggs, came home from school with questions 
about capitalism.

“I explained the basics of capitalism and could tell they were confused, so I told 
them the best way to learn was to see it in action,” Todd Griggs, their father, 
says. “We started growing tomatoes in our backyard to teach them how a 
business works. We named the farm after the boys.”

The Griggs family lives in the house that once belonged to Todd’s grandparents.

“When I was a boy, I spent a lot of time with my grandparents who raised 
tomatoes and sold them around town,” Todd says. “I learned a lot but was kind 
of glad to get away from it when I got older.”

February 3, 2017

A BUSINESS OF HIS OWN
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Todd, his wife, Jennifer, Talon and Colter planted 150 tomato plants their first 
year in 2010. This year they’ll plant 16,000 along with other vegetables. The 
original lesson in capitalism has grown into a full-time business for Todd.

“I enjoy watching Todd pursue what he’s always wanted: own his own 
business,” Jennifer says. “He’s had a lot of obstacles but always figures 
out a way to overcome them.

“As a mom, it’s been good to work together with our boys. We don’t have to ride 
them about what to do or follow up to make sure they do it. They just do it.”

Colter and Talon, now college-age, credit the vegetable farm for their 
ethic of hard work.

“Some boys spend time with their fathers rooting for sports teams,” Colter 
says. “Ours was more satisfying because we sweat together putting 
intentional effort into something that we could see the fruit of. The best 
part is watching things grow.”

“I enjoy spending quality time with my family and watching things grow,” Talon 
says. “Many families sit around when they get together, but we have the privilege 
of seeing how hard work and dedication can pay off. Watching it inspire a 
passion within our dad has been very rewarding.”

Although the first two years of production were difficult due to lack of rain, the 
farm prospered more than they anticipated.

“A friend urged me to build a high tunnel,” Todd says. “I built the first one in 2013 
and our production 
tripled. Plants 
yielding six pounds 
per year growing 
outside will average 
18 pounds in a high 
tunnel. The first 
high tunnel made us 
enough money to 
buy three more.” 
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High tunnels, also known as hoop houses, are different than a greenhouse. 
A greenhouse is heated and allows the grower to maintain temperatures for 
optimal growth. However, a high tunnel is not heated, yet serves to protect 
the plants from harsh elements. The temperature is somewhat regulated 
by controlling ventilation.

“High tunnels allow me to start the plants earlier so we can get to market earlier,” 
says Todd. “The temperature can be quite cold when we first plant so we tuck 
the plants in at night with an extra blanket to keep them warm.”

In addition to the lot 
in the city, Todd 
acquired six acres 
east of Augusta.

“We plant there with 
a tractor and special 
attachments that form 
a raised bed and unroll 
drip irrigation tape and 
a weed barrier all in 
one swoop.
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“Then we have another attachment that straddles the row, pokes a hole in the 
plastic, drips water in, then one person on either side sticks the plant in. We’ve 
been able to plant up to 4,500 plants an hour with that.

“I found used 
greenhouses that we 
will convert into high 
tunnels,” Todd says. 
“Since the land is 17 
miles from home, I 
control the ventilation 
with an app on my 
phone.”

Todd credits the 
success of the 

business to research, planning, record keeping and the helpful resources 
made available through Kansas State University extension agents and the 
Kansas Department of Agriculture.

“The Kansas Crop Enterprise Budgets have been extremely helpful. If you don’t 
keep records, don’t get in the business.
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“When we started, we put together a plan and mission statement. I decided early 
on I wanted to be a famer, not a truck driver. I don’t deliver to restaurants or other 
venues because then all I would do is drive.”

The market for the produce is primarily through farmer’s markets in El Dorado, 
Winfield, Arkansas City, Augusta, Derby and Wichita. He also has wholesale 
customers on the honor system who go directly to the farm and harvest 
produce for resale.

“We set up a video at our farmer’s markets that shows our work in action. 
We educate people about our methods and conservation practices. Most 
customers don’t care that we grow with conventional methods, but they do 
care that it is locally grown.”

A recent commercial by a ketchup manufacturer led viewers to believe some 
tomatoes are GMOs.

“There’s no such thing as a GMO tomato,” Todd says. “Some groups like to 
misrepresent what farmers do to cause fear in consumers. People who make 
those commercials are usually educated above their intelligence.”
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Specialty crop producers like Todd are challenged with finding markets for their 
produce. The United States Department of Agriculture recently released $27 
million in grants to support the local food sector.

“As we continue to expand production, we also have to expand our 
markets. That’s our next big step. We don’t have a huge population base 
in this part of Kansas so our planning now requires us to think differently 
about the end market.”

One passion the entire family shares is the love of watching tomatoes 
and vegetables grow.

“I’m a simple guy,” Todd says. “I just like to watch things grow. There are few 
things as beautiful as bright red tomatoes clustered on a lush green plant.”

Most farms are passed from parents to their children. However, the 
Griggs Brothers Farm is unusual because it has been passed from 
children to their parents.

They, like a multitude of other farm families, find their roots grow best in the 
deep, fertile soil that feeds our world.
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NEIGHBOR HELPING 
NEIGHBOR

February 24, 2017

Dennis Ricke scans the Gyp Hills near Medicine Lodge for smoke each day like 
he has for more than three decades. As a farmer and a volunteer firefighter, even 
the sight of smoke 18 miles away causes alarm.

“I joined the rural fire department when I moved back to the family farm 30 years 
ago to help us and our neighbors protect our places,” Dennis says. “Fires out 
here are living, breathing monsters that have a mind of their own. When the wind 
blows 50 miles an hour, the fire sounds like a freight train and the cedar trees 
explode like ten-gallon gas cans. It can rattle a feller.”

Dennis, farmer, cowboy and president of the Barber County Farm Bureau, is also 
the Union Chapel Fire Station manager. Volunteer firefighters are paid $15 per 
run, whether it lasts for an afternoon or a week.
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“We do it for the money,” Dennis jokes.

“Fighting fires gets in your blood. 
When you’re out on a fire call, it’s pure 
adrenaline. I usually don’t get scared 
except that time back in ’96 when I was 
trapped in a ravine with fire on both 
sides and over the top. We had to use 
the water in the truck to spray ourselves 
down. That made me a little nervous.”

In early 2016, Dennis spent nearly a 
month helping fight the Anderson Creek 
Fire that scorched more than 400,000 
acres and destroyed homes, livestock, 
crops and property. Miraculously, no 
human lives were lost.

“Even from 18 miles away, we could tell it was a monster,” Dennis says. “We’d try 
to head it in one direction, but it would laugh at us and head another way.”

It was common to have 50 to 60 trucks from various volunteer fire departments in 
Kansas and Oklahoma scattered across the fire.
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“In rural areas like ours, everyone helps in some way,” Dennis says. “Some 
see our trucks and bring us food and water. After several days of fighting fire, 
there’s nothing as delicious as a baloney-and-cheese sandwich.”

Over time, various donations poured into the area from all over the U.S.

“Everyone wanted to help. When our folks went to the grocery store in town to 
pick up food for the firefighters, the store didn’t charge them.”

Many of the rural fire departments are staffed with volunteers who 
are also farmers.

 “We live here and know every back road, short cut, deep ravine and dangerous 
road. For example, we know when we fight fire on the ranch with the buffalo not 
to run our sirens because they think a feed truck is calling them in. It’s nearly 
impossible to move a buffalo out of the way.”

While some of the farmers serve as volunteer firefighters, others assist 
in helpful ways.

“Some farmers take a tractor over to the neighbors and disc up the pasture 
around their home. Others create protection around neighbor’s homes 
using their bulldozers.”

 During the Anderson Creek Fire, farmers cut fences along their own fields to let 
the neighbor’s cattle on their green wheat to save them from the fire.

 “The hardest part of this job is telling people they have to evacuate their 
homes. Usually someone above me in the chain of command makes that call, 
but I’m the messenger. People don’t want to leave their homes even though 
their lives are in danger.”

Many of the farmers and ranchers who were helping others fight the fire lost 
much of their own property and cattle.

“The saddest part was some of the neighbors couldn’t save their stock. The fire 
burned the hair off the animals, but they were still alive. Guys had a real hard 
time killing their own cows and calves, but they had to put them out of their pain.”
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Some of the most extensive damage to property was the destruction of 
thousands of miles of fencing that used hedge limbs from the prolific Osage 
Orange trees as fence posts.

“At night, those burning hedge posts looked like airport runway lights. The 
cottonwood trees on fire looked like Christmas lights and the milo stubble burned 
like roman candles. It was pretty, but it was devastating.”

As one drives through the area now, gleaming new barbed wire and metal fence 
posts give evidence of where the fire burned. Unscathed areas still have fence 
strung on hedge posts.

“The fire was so hot, it even 
burned the asphalt in various 
spots on the highway.”

 “We had spring rains that 
helped somewhat, then a 
bad ice storm in winter that 
downed power lines and 
busted up trees. Whoever 
upset Mother Nature ought to 
try making up with her again.”
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Along the drive on the back roads, Dennis points out a pickup with a horse 
trailer perched on a ridge overlooking the valley.

“That belonged to ol’ Pete who loved to hunt coyotes from horseback with 
his dogs. When Pete died, the neighbors bought the truck and trailer off his 
widow and perched it on that hill so ol’ Pete can watch over us. The fire left 
Pete’s truck alone.”

Dennis is like countless farmers who give of their time, resources and skills 
to help their community. They serve on school boards, church committees, 
county commissions, parent/teacher organizations and a host of other 
positions. In 2016, Kansas Farm Bureau members accumulated 116,000 
hours of volunteering.

Farmers are like good Samaritans that consider anyone in need, 
including strangers and even enemies, as their neighbor. When other 
farmers in their community are sick, they fire up their combines to 
harvest crops and throw pancake feeds and barbecues to raise funds. 
They understand better than most that community is based on needing 
each other both to survive and thrive.

When asked how many cattle Dennis has, he answered in the 
context of community.

“Well, I only own about 150, but if you consider all of us neighbors looking 
out for each other’s cattle, I’d say about 1,000.”

Looking out for each other. That’s what farmers do better than most.

Just ask ol’ Pete.
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I recently traveled the area affected by the Anderson Creek Fire of 2016 with 
Dennis Ricke – a local farmer/rancher/volunteer firefighter so I could write 
Neighbor Helping Neighbor. A year after the fire, Dennis still struggled to talk 
about the devastation without tearing up, especially the part about people having 
to kill livestock that were alive but severely burned.

Are you, like me, compelled to help those affected by the raging wildfires in 
Texas, Oklahoma and Kansas but unsure how? Your heart hurts for strangers 
who lost their lives, homes, livestock and, most of all, their dreams.

One of the most important lessons I learned in 20 years as a minister and 
helping people deal with grief is this: people want to help others who are 
suffering but don’t know how. I assure you, any act of kindness means a 
tremendous amount to the people you are helping.

Here are practical, and secure, ways in which you can share their burdens:

March 13, 2017

HOW YOU CAN HELP 
WITH FIRE RELIEF
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DONATE MONEY
You want to make sure your money is used wisely and goes to the people in 
greatest need. The Kansas Livestock Association did a fantastic job during 
the Anderson Creek Fire to make sure the right people received the help they 
needed.

Donate online by going here.  Or send a check with “Fire Relief Fund” 
in the memo to:

Kansas Livestock Foundation
601 SW 37th St.
Topeka, KS  66614

Young Farmers & Ranchers committees from Kansas and other states are 
raising money for young or beginning farmers who’ve been impacted by the fire. 
Their goal is to raise $50,000 and with a $50,000 donation from Monsanto, every 
dollar will be matched. To give or learn more, go here. 

HAVE A FUNDRAISER 
Pancake and sausage feed in your community or church
Pass the hat amongst your friends, coworkers and family
Set a goal and challenge your social media friends and followers
Please send money to the Kansas Livestock Association. Material needs change 
daily so it’s best to send money and let the folks on the ground use it wisely.

LEND A HAND
If you want to roll up your sleeves and help clean up, then sign up individually or 
as a group at: Kansas Farm Bureau Fire Relief

WRITE A LETTER
Pen a few words of sympathy and support for the farmers and send it to the 
Farm Bureau offices in the following counties. Your letters will be shared with 
those impacted. I promise you, your words will give them comfort and hope.
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Clark County Farm Bureau
PO Box 277
811 S. Main
Ashland, KS  67831-0277
Phone: 620-635-4424
clarkfb@kfb.org

Comanche County Farm Bureau
PO Box 607
101 W. Main
Coldwater, KS  67029-0607
Phone: 620-582-2194
comanchefb@kfb.org

Ford County Farm Bureau
PO Box 1117
100 Military Ave., Suite 219
Dodge City, KS  67801-1117
Phone: 620-227-6527
fordfb@kfb.org

Ellis County Farm Bureau
2809 Hall St.
Hays, KS  67601-1886
Phone: 785-639-4988
ellisfb@kfb.org

Hodgeman County Farm Bureau
PO Box 67
309 Main
Jetmore, Ks  67854-0067
620-357-1111
hodgemanfb@kfb.org

Lane County Farm Bureau
PO Box 528
202 W. Main
Ness City, KS  67839-0955
620-297-2196
lanefb@kfb.org

Ness County Farm Bureau
PO Box 528
202 W Main
Ness City, KS  67560-0528
785-798-3139
nessfb@kfb.org

Rooks County Farm Bureau
518 Main St.
Stockton, KS  67669-1932
Phone:  785-425-8330
rooksfb@kfb.org

Russell County Farm Bureau
315 E. Wichita Ave.
Russell, KS 67665
Phone:  785-324-9171
russellfb@kfb.org
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I’ve watched a lot of people go through grief and know they are given courage 
and strength by others, even strangers, who demonstrate care and concern.

Let’s show our farmers and ranchers know how much we care and how sorry we 
are they are enduring such grief.

Your act of kindness is a light that shines hope in their darkness and gives 
courage to dream again.
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Joe Mertz couldn’t help but notice the three female college students attending 
Kansas State University move in the dilapidated house near his family’s farm. 
The year was 1978.

One of those three college students was Kim.

“We weren’t sorority girls,” she says. “So we talked a lady into renting us an 
empty old farmhouse. We taught ourselves to chop wood and thaw frozen pipes.”

Joe pondered clever ways to meet them.

“I tried to run over them with my tractor, hoping they would stop,” Joe jokes. 
“One winter day it was snowing a little, so I decided to go to town for cat food. I 
knocked on their door to see if they needed anything.”

March 29, 2017

A FARM FAMILY’S 
STORY
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“Snowing a little?” Kim laughs. “That’s weak; it was a blizzard! I’m glad I was the 
only one home or he might have married one of the other girls.”

Joe’s great grandparents started the family farming tradition back in 1891. In the 
‘70s, the farm was named River Creek Farms. The farm lays east of Manhattan 
between the Kansas River and Deep Creek, ergo the name. Joe and Kim raised 
four children in the same house in which his parents, Harold and Jeanne Mertz, 
raised Joe, his brothers Bob, Tom, Jon and sister, Jane.

“There were several big floods before they put in Tuttle Creek Dam,” Joe says. 
“In 1951, the Kansas River flooded and we had to evacuate. Mom was 21, new to 
living on a farm, couldn’t swim and had me, a one-month-old baby. She loaded 
me in a 12’ jon boat in the raging river and made it to safety.”

Joe’s mother became a strong 
advocate for agriculture in 
Kansas. As president of Kansas 
Agri-Women in the early ’80s, 
she created Sack Signs; a sign 
of a grocery bag that read: “1 
Kansas Farmer Feeds More 
Than 55 People + You.”

“Mom and Dad travelled 
Kansas on weekends putting 
signs up,” Joe says. “That was 
their vacation.”

Joe’s love for animal agriculture 
started as a young boy in 4-H 
and FFA. He judged livestock 
while attending college.

“In those days, we judged 
the quality of cattle by sight,” 
Joe says.

While in college, Joe developed an interest in raising Simmental bulls.
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“Introducing Simmentals into our Hereford cow herd helped because the breed 
produces more milk and weight. Hybrid vigor – crossing two breeds – makes for 
a better animal with higher performance.”

Joe quickly adapted to a new way of judging an animal: Expected 
Progeny Difference (EPD).

“EPDs are measurements of how a bull will perform,” Joe says. “Data is collected 
and put into 11 different classifications.”

Each bull has its own set of EPDs, such as calving ease, weaning weight 
and yearling weight.

Until 1990, if a customer wanted to buy a bull from Joe, they viewed the bulls on 
the farm at The Rock Barn.

“In 1990 we started having an annual auction at the Manhattan Commission 
Company. This year was our 27th sale.”

Two of their sons, Abram 
and Lincoln, own Livestock 
Direct and help market the 
bulls by providing a catalog 
and online videos of the 
bulls.

“The internet has increased 
our footprint,” Joe says. “We 
have customers as far away 
as California.”
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The auction occurs the second Wednesday of February each year. At this year’s 
sale, 130 bulls were sold in a span of two-and-a-half hours. A little more than a 
minute is allowed for bidding on each bull; the auctioneer tracks bidders online, 
on the phone or in person.

“Preparation and follow up are a year-round process,” Kim says. “We bring 
some of the bulls back to the farm then deliver them. We enjoy taking them 
to customers and listening to their stories. We’ve had a lot of great 
cheeseburgers in small town diners.”

“There’s also a Facebook page that helps us find people to haul the bulls a 
longer distance,” Joe says.

The sophistication of technology and science requires continual education.

“It doesn’t matter whether you’re raising crops or livestock,” Joe says. 
“Technology is always changing. You have to stay up with it to stay in business.”

Harold and Jeanne have both passed away in the last two years. Joe 
concentrates on the livestock part of the farm and his brother, Bob, focuses on 
crop production.

A few years ago, 
the grandchildren of 
Harold and Jeanne 
bought a Sack Sign 
so they could see it 
from their home.

“The cousins have 
a football game at 
Thanksgiving in front 
of that sign,” Kim 
says. “Harold and 
Jeanne loved that.”

Today, Jeanne’s Sack Signs reads, “1 Kansas Farmer Feeds More Than 
155 People + You!” In the next 35 years, when the population reaches 
nine billion, her sign will need to read, “1 Kansas Farmer Feeds More 
Than 271 People + You.” 
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Farms like River Creek Farms are owned and operated by families like the 
Mertzes. According to the USDA, 97.1 percent of the 2.1 million farms in 
America are family farms. Of that number, 88 percent are small family farms.

Joe and Kim, like many farmers and ranchers, wear their denim jeans and 
cowboy boots with a soft Kansas drawl. However, don’t let their country 
charm fool you; they are CEOs, scientists, entrepreneurs, marketing 
wizzes and global economics experts.

Ask a farm family to tell you their story and you will soon understand why the 
public esteems the agricultural sector above all others.

They will charm you with traditional family values and amaze you with science.

If you press them, they might even share creative ways to begin 
a romance in a snowstorm.
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FIGHTING FIRE
May 8, 2017

Dennis Ricke scans the Gypsum Hills near Medicine Lodge for smoke each 
day, a ritual he has performed for more than three decades. As a farmer and 
a volunteer firefighter, even the sight of smoke 18 miles away causes alarm. “I 
joined the rural fire department when I moved back to the family farm 30 years 
ago to help our family and our neighbors protect our places,” Dennis says. “Fires 
out here are living, breathing monsters that have a mind of their own. When the 
wind blows 50 miles an hour, the fire sounds like a freight train and the cedar 
trees explode like ten-gallon gas cans. It can rattle a feller.”

Dennis — farmer, cowboy and president of the Barber County Farm Bureau — is 
also the Union Chapel Fire Station manager. Volunteer firefighters are paid $15 
per run, whether it lasts for an afternoon or a week.

“We do it for the money,” Dennis jokes. “Fighting fires gets in your blood. When 
you’re out on a fire call, it’s pure adrenaline. I usually don’t get scared except for 
one time back in ’96 when I was trapped in a ravine with fire on both sides and 
over the top. We had to use the water in the truck to spray ourselves down. That 
made me a little nervous.”
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PITCHING IN
In early 2016, Dennis spent nearly  month helping fight the Anderson Creek Fire 
that scorched more than 500,000 acres and destroyed homes, livestock, crops 
and property. Miraculously, no human lives were lost. “Even from 18 miles away, 
we could tell it was a monster,” Dennis says. “We’d try to head it in one direction, 
but it would laugh at us and head another way.”

It was common to have 50 to 60 trucks from various volunteer fire departments in 
Kansas and Oklahoma scattered across the fire.

“In rural areas like ours, everyone helps in some way,” Dennis says. “Some see 
our trucks and bring us food and water. After several days of fighting fire, there’s 
nothing as delicious as a bologna-and-cheese sandwich.”

Over time, various donations poured into the area from all over the U.S. 
“Everyone wanted to help. When our folks went to the grocery store in town to 
pick up food for the firefighters, the store didn’t charge them.”

Many of the rural fire departments are staffed with volunteers who are also 
farmers. “We live here and know every back road, short cut, deep ravine and 
dangerous road. For example, we know when we fight fire on a ranch with 
buffalo to not run our sirens, because they think a feed truck is calling them in. 
It’s nearly impossible to move a buffalo out of the way,” Dennis says.

While some of the farmers serve as volunteer firefighters, others assist in helpful 
ways. “Some farmers take a tractor over to the neighbor’s place and disc up 
the pasture around their home,” Dennis says. “Others create protection around 
neighbors’ homes using their bulldozers.”

During the Anderson Creek Fire, farmers cut fences along their own fields to 
let the neighbors’ cattle onto their green wheat to save them from the fire. “The 
hardest part of this job is telling people they have to evacuate their homes,” 
Dennis says. “Usually someone above me in the chain of command makes that 
call, but I’m the messenger. People don’t want to leave their homes even though 
their lives are in danger.”
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SUFFERING LOSSES
Many of the farmers and ranchers who were helping others fight the fire lost 
much of their own property and cattle.

“The saddest part was some of the neighbors couldn’t save their stock,” Dennis 
says. “The fire burned the hair off the animals, but they were still alive. Guys 
had a real hard time killing their own cows and calves, but they had to put 
them out of their pain.”

Some of the most extensive damage to property was the destruction of 
thousands of miles of fencing that used hedge limbs from the prolific Osage 
orange trees as fence posts.

“At night, those burning hedge posts looked like airport runway lights. The 
cottonwood trees on fire looked like Christmas lights and the milo stubble burned 
like Roman candles. It was pretty, but it was devastating.” As one drives through 
the area now, gleaming new barbed wire and metal fence posts give evidence of 
where the fire burned. Unscathed areas still have fence strung on hedge posts.

“The fire was so hot, it even burned the asphalt in various spots on the highway,” 
Dennis says. “We had spring rains that helped somewhat, then a bad ice storm 
in winter that downed power lines and busted up trees. Whoever upset Mother 
Nature ought to try making up with her again.”

ON THE LOOKOUT
Along the drive on the back roads, Dennis points out a pickup with a horse trailer 
perched on a ridge overlooking the valley.

“That belonged to ol’ Pete who loved to hunt coyotes from horseback with 
his dogs. When Pete died, the neighbors bought the truck and trailer from 
his widow and perched it on that hill so ol’ Pete can watch over us. The fire 
left Pete’s truck alone.”

Dennis is like countless farmers who give of their time, resources and skills to 
help their community. They serve on school boards, church committees, county 
commissions and parent-teacher organizations, to name a few. In 2016, Kansas 
Farm Bureau members accumulated 116,000 hours of volunteering.
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Farmers are like good Samaritans that consider anyone in need, including 
strangers and even enemies, as their neighbor. When other farmers in their 
community are sick, they fire up their combines to harvest crops, and throw 
pancake feeds and barbecues to raise funds. They understand better than 
most that community is based on needing each other both to survive and thrive.

When asked how many cattle Dennis has, he answered in the context of 
community. “Well, I only own about 150, but if you consider all of us neighbors 
looking out for each other’s cattle, I’d say about 1,000.” Looking out for each 
other. That’s what farmers do better than most. Just ask ol’ Pete. 
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A BEAUTIFUL BARN 
(RE)BORN

May 12, 2017

Have you ever wondered what a barn would say if it could talk?

Imagine the tales it would tell after being around for 140 years. The Lamborn 
Barn in Leavenworth could tell some stories, and one would include its near-
death experience. Experts declared the barn dead in 2010, but the Lamborn 
family knew it had life left and stories to share.

The barn has seen more change in its life than at any other time in the 
history of humanity.

As masons laid the foundation, an Army on horseback still skirmished with Plains 
Indians. While the walls were built, Southern slaves moved west to freedom. 
During the barn’s life, it watched young men march off to wars on foreign soils, 
the discovery of the cure for polio, vehicles powered by gas replace horse drawn 
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Joe is the great-grandson of Horace and Rosemond Lamborn who purchased 
the property in 1877. Family lore begins the story of the farm near Leavenworth 
with a broken wagon wheel as the Lamborns headed to the California gold rush. 
Some stayed; some went on.

buggies, man land on the moon and the advent of the computer. Never before, 
in the history of humanity has technology accelerated as quickly as during the 
life of the barn.

Joe Lamborn invited architects, structural engineers and contractors to inspect 
the barn built in 1880. They assured him no one could save the dilapidated 
structure; it was too far gone. 

“I called my wife, Valerie, and told her what they told me and said, ‘You’re the 
only one who says we can’t do it,’” Joe says. “But she thought we could, so I 
told the guys to put their big boy pants on and help us restore it.”

“We found an old black and white photo of Joe’s great aunts in front of the barn 
in a horse-drawn carriage,” Valerie says. “We had to restore it.”
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“The first part of the barn was built in 1880,” Joe says. “The second part was 
built in 1910. Our family milked cows in that barn for almost 100 years; it didn’t 
deserve to fall over.”

They found architects and contractors willing to tackle the job and began 
restoration in 2010.

“I’m kind of sentimental. I didn’t want to make birdhouses out of it. I wanted our 
barn to have a purpose again.”

The restoration of the barn took two years to complete. The Lamborns 
insisted on reusing much of the original materials to maintain the rustic 
feel. As a result, they received an Award for Excellence in 2012 from 
Kansas Preservation Alliance.

“One of the things that impressed people from the Preservation Alliance was that 
we used much of the original material,” Joe says. “The year we won the award, 
all of the other renovations in the state were funded by tax dollars. Ours was 
funded with our own money.”
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In addition to the Preservation Award, the Lamborn Farm is listed on the Kansas 
Historical Society and the National Register of Historic Places.

“To stay in the business of farming, you have to be versatile and go where the 
customer is,” Joe says. “We went to several workshops on creating new busi-
ness opportunities on farms. Our plan was to restore the barn so people could 
have weddings and we wanted them to have a rustic barn.”

The first wedding was in 2012 and each year has increased the number of wed-
dings booked. The Lamborns provide a personal touch for brides and frequently 
refer to them in conversation as “our brides.”

Touring the barn is like going through a museum. Around each corner is yet 
another story waiting to be told by an assortment of handcrafted tools, cast-iron 
toys and memorabilia. These items are conversation pieces as a younger gen-
eration tries to guess what they are or an older generation explains their use.

“We have bus tours come through with older people who used to live on a 
farm,” Valerie says. “They love to tour the barn and tell stories about barns 
they worked in when they were younger.”

“These items are our family’s history,” Joe says as he points to a World War I 
army footlocker with E.P. Lamborn stenciled on the side. 

Not only is one captured by the history of the Lamborn family, but the history of 
agriculture in Kansas.

“We can tell that old harrow was built some time before 1890 and 1905 because 
the railroad spikes in there are short,” Joe says. “After 1910, they made the 
spikes longer. One lady thought we made it for a hat rack.”

In addition to the barn being used for weddings and other gatherings, other en-
terprises on the farm include grass fed cattle, corn, soybeans and hay. A pump-
kin patch is a highlight of fall activities.

“I tell our kids that weddings are one more thing we add to the smorgasbord,” 
Joe says. “We have to diversify.

“One of my friends said Dad would be really proud of what we’ve done with the 
barn,” Joe says. “I’m sure he would, but he wouldn’t understand why a bride 
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would want to have a wedding in a barn. In his day, weddings were in churches 
and barns were for milking cows.”

Like most farms, the Lamborn operation is a family venture. Joe and Valerie’s 
children, Tim and Rachel, are heavily involved. Tim manages the crop and live-
stock side while Rachel focuses on marketing the barn and pumpkin patch.    

The barn is more than a structure; it is their family’s storyteller. It is part historian, 
telling the stories of the past, and part prophet, foreseeing the creativity needed 
to leave their children a legacy.

Those who have milked cows in a barn, loaded hay in the loft, fed livestock or 
worked on equipment will agree each barn has its own personality. The Kansas 
Barn Alliance was founded to tell the stories of various barns in our state.

If you pause long enough, old barns will tell you stories of yesterday and 
give you hope for tomorrow.

Their stories will revolve around the farm families who own them and how proud 
they are of this most important fact; they help feed the world.

The Lamborn Farms will celebrate their 140th anniversary this year on June 11. 
For more information, check out their website, lambornfarm.com.
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May 25, 2017

CALLING THE 
CROP DOCTOR

Did you know that you can plant turnips from an airplane?

According to Ken Bixenman, owner of Great Plains Aerial Spraying of Colby, 
planting turnip seeds is one of the many uses of his specially designed airplanes. 
Aerial sprayers – also known as crop dusters – are used to plant rice, feed fish, 
fight fires, clean up oil spills and protect crops.

“Our planes are designed to spray liquid products, but also have hoppers 
that hold seeds,” Ken says. “When the corn is growing in the fall, we spread 
turnip seeds into the fields. Once the corn is cut, the cattle eat the turnip 
leaves and the turnips are left in the soil. Farmers use these cover crops 
to enrich the soil.”

Rather than being referred to as crop dusters, the National Agricultural Aviation 
Association prefers the term crop doctors. Like doctors, pilots apply the right 
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treatments at the right time to ensure healthy crop growth. Protecting a crop is 
critical to ensure safe food, fiber and bio-fuel for the world. Aerial applications 
can increase crop production by 30 to 40 percent per acre.

Ken began his love affair with airplanes as a child on the family farm near 
Grinnell, 30 miles from Colby. He attended Colby Community College for 
their flight program.

“When I was little, I chased every airplane I saw and crop doctors were the most 
visible. I started flying in college then, when I turned 21, the owners wanted to 
sell this business to me. I bought it and have been flying ever since.”

Ken and his wife, Colleen, have five children. One of their sons, Jared, flies 
for Ken but is also a commercial pilot for a private fleet. For more than 40 
years, Ken has flown over the fields within a 30-60-mile range of Colby.

“A farmer calls for us to spray,” Ken explains. “He gives the legal 
coordinates then we put it into our GPS systems and fly right to it. 
But when I started flying, all we had was a paper map and someone 
on the ground to guide us once we arrived.”
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These specially designed airplanes have a 50 foot wing span, a 
1,500-horsepower engine and fly about 20 feet above the ground when spraying. 
Most single engine airplanes have 200 horsepower engines. Flying an aerial 
sprayer compared to a small airplane is the difference between driving a 
Lamborghini and a Prius.

The challenge, in his early days, was to know what part of the field 
had been covered.

“We had people in vehicles on the ground with a chalk mark on their tires. They 
counted the number of revolutions needed to match my wing span then moved 
the vehicle forward each time I passed.”

Another method of marking a field was a flag a pilot dislodged from the 
wing with each new pass.

“The first GPS unit came out in 1994 and we’ve been using it ever since,” Ken 
says. “We load our coordinates and head to the field. We also have an app for 
our phones that indicates where all of our pilots are at any given moment.”

Aerial sprayers provide a variety of crop protection services for both conventional 
and organic farming. Often, the aerial application of various products is more 
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effective than land application and does not require the field to be dry. In 
addition, airplane and helicopter sprayers reach areas inaccessible by land, such 
as fertilizing stands of timber.

“Farmers are always battling weeds and insects,” Ken says. “A fungus like 
stripe rust in wheat can destroy an entire crop but if you wait until you see 
it, it’s too late to spray. We’re kind of like the mortician; you want us around 
when you need us, but you don’t really want to have to need us.

“I’ve seen the devastating effects of insects like green bugs that can decimate an 
entire wheat crop in a short period of time. However, scientists have bred wheat 
so it is not as susceptible to green bugs.”

During his career, Ken has witnessed many scientific improvements of the 
chemicals he applies. The aerial application industry is highly regulated with 
oversight from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA); Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS); Federal Aviation Administration (FAA); Department of 
Transportation (DOT); and individual state departments of agriculture, ecology 
and environment. Only one in 20,000 chemicals is approved for use and only 
after a testing period of eight to 10 years at a cost of up to $200 million.

“We’re cautious not to fly directly over a city,” Ken says. “It used to upset people 
when we flew over a city, but when the West Nile Virus came along, they asked 
us to spray the mosquitoes.”

Like those just mentioned, most of us are OK with the safe use of chemicals if 
our lives are at stake.

Farmers, who eat the same food we do, understand lives are at stake because 
they share a deep-rooted passion to feed a world with 725 million people who go 
hungry each day. They see the future population of 9 billion people in 35 years 
and, to keep that world from starving, they must up their game to produce 75 
percent more. There are two primary ways they can produce more crops on the 
same piece of land: the use of safe chemical inputs and genetically modifying 
crops to resist insects, diseases and use less water.

To the casual observer driving past golden wheat waving in the breeze, it is 
difficult to understand the battles farmers endure. Mother Nature, who provides 
fertile soil, rain and sunshine, also produces storms, insects and diseases. Aerial 
sprayers are an integral part of that battle.
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It is reassuring to know that the most inventive, scientific and entrepreneurial 
minds in America collaborate to grow more safe, nutritious and healthy food to 
feed a hungry world.

The next time you see an airplane flying barely above the top of 
outstretched corn stalks, remember that it’s just another crop doctor 
making another house call.
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From the time they were small, Connor 
and Hayden Peirce have risen early each 
morning to help their mom, Jeanne, and dad, 
Cameron, on their family farm.

Cameron and Jeanne Peirce are the fifth 
generation to live near Hutchinson on a 
Century Farm whose original deed was 
signed by Ulysses S. Grant.

June 27, 2017

MEET THE PEIRCE 
FAMILY
This 5th generation farm family works hard to 
continue the family tradition.
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“Dad never pressured me to stay on the farm,” Cameron says. “He gave me the 
choice, but I wanted to farm. We’ve given our sons the same freedom.”

“Connor wanted to be a farmer since he could walk and loved to ride 
with his dad on a tractor,” Jeanne says. “As he grew older, he and 
Hayden would divide the living room into a farm. I could see his 
management skills early on as he listed out ways they would rotate 
different crops each year in various sections.”

Jeanne was raised on a farm with livestock and had no aspirations of becoming 
a farmer’s wife because animals require daily attention. She attended the 
University of Kansas to pursue a career in advertising and travel. Then she 
met Cameron who attended Kansas State University.  

“We didn’t raise livestock,” Cameron jokes. “That helped me win her over.”

Cameron’s grandfather, Walter Peirce, 
was so influential in Kansas that a 
room in Throckmorton at K-State is 
dedicated in his honor. Connor, now a 
sophomore, is studying agronomy and 
often sits in that same room.

While in high school at Haven, Connor 
was actively engaged in the local FFA 
chapter, an agricultural education 
program with more than 650,000 
members nationwide. Connor is 
in contention for an FFA American 
Degree that has the following 
requirements:

• 540 hours of agriculture education in a secondary school
• Have detailed records of an outstanding supervised agricultural 

experience (SAE) that gives evidence of comprehensive planning, 
managerial and financial expertise

• Earn at least $10,000 and invest $7,500
• Have participated in at least 50 hours of community service with no less 

than three different activities
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Connor is also raising canola on his own 40-acre field.

He is only 19 years old.

Hayden, a sophomore at Haven High School, is following the same path.

WHAT MAKES FARM FAMILIES TICK
In an age where parents worry about their kids spending too much time on 
the computer or playing video games, one has to wonder what is different 
for farm families like the Peirce’s. As it turns out, there are common threads 
among farm families.

THEY LOVE SOIL.
Farmers were focused on sustainability long before sustainability became a 
marketing phrase. Like Cameron, farmers have a deep commitment to improving 
the soil for not only his generation, but for the ones to follow.

FAMILY HISTORY IS A MAJOR INFLUENCE 
ON THE FARM.
As one visits with a farm family, one of the defining characteristics is the number 
of times the farm has been passed down. You’ll hear them say, “We’re a fifth-
generation family farm.” They see themselves as part of a continuing story and 
desire to keep that story alive for future generations.

“You definitely don’t want the farm go do down on your watch,” Cameron says. 
“A lot of people before us put a lot of hard work into this farm; we want to make it 
available for our kids if they want it.”

PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY IS ANOTHER 
TRADEMARK OF A FARM FAMILY.
The amount of work required to run a farm requires all-hands-on-deck. Farm kids 
and daily chores are a way of life.

“Our main goal is for our children to be responsible, hard-working and ethical 
people,” Jeanne says. “You simply cannot shirk your responsibility on a farm.”
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EDUCATION IS IMPORTANT AS WELL. 
That guy or girl you pass on the tractor often has at least a bachelor’s degree 
and frequently has a master’s degree in agriculture.

“Both sets of my grandparents and my parents attended K-State,” Cameron says. 
“Jeanne is the only one to attend KU. Oh well, you can’t win them all.”

“When the kids were little, I used to dress them up in KU gear,” Jeanne says. 
“That didn’t last long. As you can imagine, it gets kind of crazy around here when 
KU plays K-State in anything.”

FARMERS ARE CREATIVE 
ENTREPRENEURS.
During Walter’s time on the farm, he developed a foundation seed business with 
K-State. Cameron’s Dad, Clinton, grew organic crops. Jeanne first introduced the 
idea to Cameron to grow canola, a strikingly beautiful crop.

FARMERS LOVE TECHNOLOGY.
Precision agriculture is the term that describes equipment and practices that use 
highly sophisticated technology to ensure utmost efficiency in farming.

“Our equipment can pretty much drive itself,” Cameron jokes. 
“We just go along for the ride.”

“I’m taking classes about the use of drones on the farm,” Connor says. “You can 
fly over your crops and see exactly what is going on.”

FARM FAMILIES UNDERSTAND THE NEED 
TO INFLUENCE POLICY.
The Peirce family has a long history of active leadership in the local, state 
and national levels of  Farm Bureau, whose main purpose is to advocate on 
behalf of the farmer.
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FAITH IS KEY.
As you visit with farm families, it quickly becomes apparent that faith is the tie 
that binds them together. Farmers draw strength from Biblical stories, many of 
which were written to an agrarian culture.

If you’re looking for heroes for your children or grandchildren, take them out to a 
farm near you. For there, dressed in faded jeans and cowboy boots, are the people 
who feed our world and are worthy of our admiration.
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“What is that beautiful gold stuff in the field over there?” I asked my wife. “I’ve 
lived in Kansas all my life and have never seen a crop so vibrant and beautiful.”

We ran through the checklist of what crop it could be and finally settled on 
canola. I asked around to see who raises it and met the delightful farm family of 
Cameron, Jeanne, Connor and Hayden Peirce of Hutchinson.

“We are always looking for new crops to try out. I talked him into growing 
sunflowers a few years ago then I suggested canola,” Jeanne says. “Cameron 
comes from a long line of farmers who were pretty creative and willing to try new 
crops so we gave it a try.”

June 28, 2017

KANSAS CANOLA
This farm family took a chance 
growing canola
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“Our first two years were kind of tough,” Cameron says. “But I wanted to grow 
canola because it’s a broadleaf plant, which means it will help clean a field of 
a lot of grass. When a good canola crop is on, it is so thick that not even deer 
can walk through it and grasses won’t grow. For our crop rotation, we plant 
wheat for two years then plant canola for one. I’ve been farming no-till for 
more than 20 years.

“The first time we harvested it with our regular combines was a real chal-
lenge,” Cameron says. “The seeds are so small they fall through the cracks 
like water. For example, one pound of milo (or grain sorghum) contains 
about 13,000 seeds. However, one pound of canola contains up to 100,000 
seeds. The seeds are about one-third the size of a BB.”

Pollinators are critical to a canola crop’s success.

“Without bees, we couldn’t do what we do,” Cameron says. “There are a lot of 
beekeepers in the area which helps our crops. Sometimes, we even bring bees 
in to help us with our sunflowers or canola.”

Once the crop is harvested, it is sent to Goodland for processing into canola oil.
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“The grain elevators and processing plants like canola because it hits at a 
different time than other crops. The seeds are so light and small that grain 
elevators have to take a few extra precautions to make sure they don’t literally 
fall through the cracks.

“We often cut it at night because we like a bit of moisture on it. If it becomes too 
dry, then it is harder to handle in our combines and at the grain elevator.”

Canola is a member of the same family as mustard, Brussels sprouts, cabbage 
and cauliflower. The origins of canola began with the rapeseed whose oil has a 
variety of uses ranging from cooking oils to lubricants. Although rapeseed oil had 
been used as cooking oil for centuries, many considered the high content – 30 to 
60 percent – of erucic acid unhealthy.

In the ’60s, Canadian farmers began cross-breeding the plants and came up 
with a seed that was high in the good oleic acid and reduced the erucic acid to 
FDA-approved levels of 0.5 to 1 percent. In 1978, they christened it Canola – 
Canadian oil – to distance it from the negative connotation with the word, “rape.”

It is considered a heart-healthy food because it is low in saturated fats yet 
higher in monounsaturated fats as well as containing the polyunsaturated 
Omega-3 fatty acids.
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According to the U.S. Canola Association, there are 1.7 million acres grown in 
the U.S. However, the demand is greater than the supply by a ratio of 1:4 so 
there is a need for increased production.

As one drives our Kansas roads, it is as if our farmers are artists who take 
large brushes and stroke the landscape with amber waves of wheat, burnt si-
enna rows of milo, cadmium yellow sunflower heads tracing the sun, emerald 
green leaves of the soybean plant and hunter green stalks of corn. Now our 
farming artists are adding swatches of yellow gold canola to delight our eyes 
and produce healthy food products for our consumption.

“One of the great aspects of growing canola is the way people respond to it,” 
Jeanne says. “People are astonished at the beauty of a field of flowering canola.”

Next year during the month of May, treat your visual senses to the beauty of this 
crop by traveling to various parts of the state where canola is grown. An easy 
way to find out where it is grown is to contact the Reno County Farm Bureau. 
Take your camera and if you happen to see a farmer near, stop and thank them 
for providing us not only the natural beauty of the crops they raise, but also 
healthy food products to feed our world.
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July 25, 2017

ALL IN THE FAMILY
This farm family loves rodeos and a 
special kind of cowboy art

Troy Flaharty has a different morning routine than most cowboys--he spends 
his first 30 minutes drawing.  He is perfecting a technique to create traditional 
cowboy art in the form of bits and spurs.

“I grew up around horses,” Troy says. “I’ve always been interested in making 
bits and spurs and dabbled in it as a hobby for a long time. Then a few years 
ago a friend said, ‘you will never sell a $5,000 bit until you make a $5,000 bit.’ 
It’s like anything; you can be a Wal-Mart or you can be a Neiman Marcus; I 
want to be a Neiman Marcus.”

Troy recently won a fellowship awarded by the Traditional Cowboy Arts 
Association (TCAA) which is dedicated to preserving and promoting the skills of 
saddlemaking, bit and spur making, silversmithing and rawhide braiding and the 
role of these traditional crafts in the cowboy culture of the North American West.
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“The TCAA Fellowship is awarded once a year 
to two different people to help them study under 
the masters. I was awarded it this year and I’ve 
already studied two different times under one 
master bit and spur maker in Texas, then I’ll go 
out to Wyoming this fall for another. They are 
great teachers, but harsh critics. They expect 
the exceptional and won’t ease up until you 
create excellence.”

Troy creates most of his items using 
Chromalloy, the same metal used to build 
racecars. Some of his carving is done the 
old-fashioned way using a hammer and chisel, 
while he carves others under a microscope 

using an air-powered device much like a micro-jackhammer.

“Sometimes when I’m carving under a microscope, I think it looks horrible,” 
Troy jokes. “But then I pull it out and look at it with the naked eye and it looks 
fantastic. But the problem is I know what it looks like under the scope so I’m not 
satisfied until it’s perfect.”

Although some refer to him as a silversmith, Troy labels himself as a 
bit and spur maker.

“Silversmiths work mostly with silver and gold,” Troy says. “I use it some in 
my work, but most of what I use is high-carbon metal, which is stronger for 
the types of things I make.”

FAMILY TRADITION
Troy, along with his wife, Colette, and 
daughter, Rio, live near El Dorado. Co-
lette grew up on a ranch in the Flint Hills 
and first met Troy at a rodeo where he 
was bulldogging and calf-roping.
“I started riding horses about the same 
time I learned to walk,” Colette says. “As 
I grew older, I wanted to do barrel racing 
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in rodeos. Winning at barrel racing depends on the quality of a horse and how 
well it’s trained.”

“There’s a reason I’m not a pro-basketball player,” Troy jokes. “I could get the 
best training in the world, but I don’t have what it takes. Horses are the same 
way; you have to have the right horse.”

“The best horse I ever had was a Quarter Horse named Catfish,” Colette says. 
“These horses are like Olympic athletes and they run hard. Running barrels 
seems to be easy and simple until you start going 30 miles per hour.”

She goes on to explain the sport is hard on a horse 
because of the way they stop quickly, turn and ac-
celerate again. The family saw this first hand with 
Catfish who was injured and had to quit racing.

A few years back, Troy and Colette were able to 
purchase the full brother of Catfish from a breeder 
in Alabama. They named him The Wonder Bug 
and, after Troy and Colette trained him, she began 
to win various national competitions with him. Then 

Rio, their 11-year-old daughter, decided to start barrel racing.

“We named her Rio Belle for two reasons,” Troy says. “One was because we 
lived near the Rio Grande when she was born and the second was because I 
could fit her whole name on a spur.”

Since she started barrel racing, Rio, now 14, has won an amazing collection of 
trophy saddles, belt buckles and even a horse trailer. Along the way, Colette and 
Troy gave the horse to Rio.

“His name is The Wonder Bug, 
but I just call him Brother since 
he was Catfish’s brother,” Rio 
says. “I just love him.”

The Flahartys treat The Wonder Bug 
as if he is a highly trained Olympic 
athlete. His diet, exercise and even 
swimming regimens are designed to 
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ensure peak performance and minimize the risk of injury.

“There is no question that The Wonder Bug is Rio’s horse,” Colette says. “Troy 
and I will try to put a blanket on him in the winter and he hides in the corner. Rio 
can go out there dragging it along flapping in the wind and he almost kneels 
down to have her put it on him.”

Rio has been riding in various competitions across the U.S., but the one prepar-
ing her for her ultimate goal to ride in the National Finals Rodeo is the National 
Junior High and National High School Rodeo associations.

“The Junior High and High School Rodeo Associations are structured like the 
pros by the way they keep track of points and earnings,” Colette says. “Rio will 
be able to ride professionally when she turns 18.”

“Dad and Mom have been so good to me but the best thing they’ve taught me is 
to be humble, nice and to ride quiet,” Rio says.

The Flahartys recently moved back to Kansas to be near family, friends and 
the land they love. They are a reminder of ingenious farmers and ranchers who 
fashion unique ways to make a living. The Flahartys choose do to it as artists 
and athletes.

And, like any farmer or rancher you’ll meet, they all choose to ride quiet.
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September 6, 2017

KANSAS DAIRY GETS 
NEW LIFE

Kerry Walker was head over heels for Dan Wiebe the first time she saw 
him. However, after he spent most of their first date watching baseball on 
television, she didn’t talk to him again for several months.

“Hey, in my defense, I told her I wanted to watch baseball,” Dan jokes. 
“Wichita State was in the College World Series back then and I wanted 
to watch one game.”

“Oh, but it wasn’t just one game,” Kerry says. “He spent all day 
watching baseball.”

“Well, I didn’t have cable, but they did so I couldn’t help myself,” 
Dan blushes.
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Although she was perturbed, he was persistent and they married in 1993. Dan 
grew up on the Oaklawn Vue Dairy north of Whitewater. His grandfather started 
the original dairy in 1926, then his father continued until they closed the dairy in 
the ‘90s. His father was ready to retire after 32 years of milking, and Dan didn’t 
live close enough to commute two times a day.

In 2010, Dan and Kerry moved to the farm and resumed operation of the dairy. 

“The dairy had been closed for a few years 
and, when we decided to reopen it, we 
looked for just the right name,” Dan says. “We 
combined the first part of Kerry and the last 
part of Daniel to make it Keriel Dairy.”

Rather than call them cows, Dan and Kerry 
often refer to them as “the ladies.” Adorned 
on their t-shirts is the phrase, “Loving the 
ladies since 1926.”

“I’ve often said Dan has black-and-white blood in his veins,” Kerry says, refer-
ring to the Holstein cows. “He wakes up at 3:45 each morning and goes to 
bed at 10 o’clock each night, seven days a week. You have to love cows a lot 
to work that hard every day of the year.”

Dan and Kerry have five children who all take turns milking cows. Even 7-year-
old Kyler is in the rotation.

“I’ve always liked milking cows,” Dan says. “But you can plan every few years 
there will be some kind of downturn and the bottom will fall out of milk prices and 
we lose money. It’s kind of hard to go to work every day for nine or 10 months in 
a row knowing that you’re losing money. But it will usually turn around in time.”

As one walks through the stalls, listening to the rhythmic whooshing of milking 
machines and the occasional gentle moo of a cow, it’s difficult to understand that 
what happens in other parts of the world determines whether Keriel Dairy makes 
a profit or loses money.

“Last year, the European Union lifted their milk quota system and suddenly there 
was too much milk on the global market, so our prices fell,” Dan says.
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In 2017, more than 1,700 dairies went out of business in the U.S. because of a 
change in both the European lift on milk quotas and a change in Canadian laws 
that limited the sale of U.S. dairy products there. Fortunately, the American Farm 
Bureau Federation is a strong advocate for dairies and is currently advancing 
the Farm Bureau’s Dairy Revenue Protection program and arguing for a dairy-
friendly North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).

The daily struggle with global influences has caused Dan and Kerry to create 
new revenue streams on a more local basis. In addition to milking more than 
100 cows twice a day, Dan and Kerry are creating a combination of agricultural 
tourism and entrepreneurial opportunities on their farm. The close proximity of 
the dairy to a well-traveled road within an easy drive of Wichita makes it a prime 
location with easy public access.

“We love having people, especially school kids, come to the farm for a tour,” 
Kerry says. “We want people to know where their milk comes from and to 
meet our lovely ladies.”

The Keriel Dairy was recently one of the stops for the Butler County Farm Bu-
reau’s Farm-to-Fork outing, which drew more than 135 people from various walks 
of life interested in seeing farms first hand. There is increasing support from 
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state agencies like the Kansas Department of Wildlife, Parks and Tourism that 
helped sign into law the Kansas Agritourism Promotion Act of 2004. The Kansas 
Department of Agriculture’s program, From the Land of Kansas, helps farmers 
market their goods and services.

In addition to offering tours of the dairy, the Keriel Dairy Barn Sale, which is held 
both in the spring and fall, is growing in popularity.

“My sister came up with the 
idea,” Kerry said. “She said, 
‘You have all this space up 
in the hayloft, you should 
do a sale of some kind.’ We 
had our first barn sale in 
2012 and it’s grown every 
year. We already have 35 
vendors scheduled for the 
Fall Barn Sale on Oct.14.”

In recent years, farmers have been shocked at the negative portrayal of their life 
on the farm from special interest groups seldom concerned with the facts. Rather 
than to let someone who has never been on farms narrate the story of agricul-
ture, farmers are now more creative and deliberate in telling their own story. 
Keriel Dairy uses their engaging platform to both show, and tell, the real story of 
life on the farm.

After a recent Washington Post article stated that 16.5 million people in the U.S. 
think that chocolate milk comes from brown cows, I scheduled a tour of the dairy 
with my young grandchildren. They giggled when they felt the suction of a milk-
ing machine and, with tiny hands, petted the gentle cows. Now back home in the 
city, they proudly wear their Keriel Dairy t-shirts and share the stories of where 
milk comes from with their friends; they’ve fallen in love with the ladies, too. To 
learn more about the dairy and to schedule a tour, visit www.kerieldairy.com
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AFTER THE HARVEST
October 2, 2017

Have you ever been to a fruit and vegetable beauty pageant? That seems like a 
silly idea until you look around the produce section in your local grocery store. 
Do you see any ugly fruit or veggies?

Before fruits and vegetables make it into the produce section, they must meet 
beauty standards of a uniform size, shape and color. The American consumer 
won’t buy ugly fruits and vegetables; they want them pretty.

As a result, an estimated 52 percent of produce grown is either left on the 
ground to rot or handpicked off a conveyor belt and discarded because it’s not 
pretty. Imagine picking a full sack of tomatoes out of a garden then throwing 
almost half of them away because they are not the right color, the right size or 
the right shape.

We have delicious, nutritious food going to waste and there are hungry people. 
According to Feeding America, one-in-five Americans –especially children 
and seniors – go hungry at least once a week because they can’t afford food. 
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Additionally, since fruits and vegetables are often more expensive per calorie 
than junk food, hungry people often fill up with poor nutrition. 

Enter the concept of “gleaning” and 
the Kansas City-based group, After the 
Harvest. They are a gleaning network 
that builds the bridge between hungry 
people and growers using a system of 
volunteers who harvest the blemished 
seconds and deliver them to agencies 
serving the hungry.

The concept of gleaning dates back to the Old Testament provision for the poor. 
Farmers were to leave the corners of a field unharvested for hungry people to 
pick up (glean). Furthermore, any of the produce or grain missed by the workers 
in the first round of harvest was to be left for the gleaners. In the Book of Ruth, 
the main character was a gleaner who ended up marrying the farmer whose 
fields she gleaned.

“Often, gleaning is the only real shot that hungry people have for nutritious fruits 
and vegetables,” Executive Director Lisa Ousely says. “For example, we have 
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a grower with an orchard of peach trees, some whose fruit is too small for the 
regular market but they are delicious. He allows us to glean those peaches so 
hungry people can have nutritious fruit in their diet.”

After the Harvest was founded in 2014 to connect growers with volunteers, 
which then delivers the food to agencies and pantries. Since its inception, 
they’ve provided more than nine million pounds of produce to the hungry 
through their network.

“It is humbling to meet these farmers and growers who work so hard and 
hate to see good food go to waste,” Ousely says. “But they don’t have time 
or resources to harvest it and are delighted when our volunteers come in. The 
volunteers then deliver it for free to agencies or pantries on limited budgets 
who usually have to purchase food.”

Harvesting produce is more labor intensive than harvesting commodities such as 
wheat, corn or soybeans. When commodities are harvested, machinery does the 
work of separating the crop from the plant and eliminating the unwanted material. 
However, even if produce growers have a machine to harvest like a green bean 
picker, they still have to hand-sort the beans on a conveyor belt.
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After the Harvest engages more than 1,000 volunteers and 150 farmers and 
growers each year in a 60-county region near their base; their vision is to 
expand in all of Missouri and Kansas.

“Typically, this part of the country is known for growing commodities like corn 
and wheat,” Lisa says. “However, there are more people growing produce like 
Juniper Hill Farms, near Lawrence.”

Although growing and harvesting produce is more costly than growing 
commodities because of labor, there is more revenue per acre. If an acre 
of wheat produces 60 bushels, which sells for $4 a bushel, then the gross 
income is $240 dollars per acre. However, produce growers can expect to 
gross up to $10,000 per acre. 

This article has focused on gleaning produce grown in a field, but the concept of 
gleaning has expanded to include food waste in America. Gleaning now includes 
food recovery of already prepared food, not just produce from fields. The USDA 
estimates that 100 billion pounds of food is wasted in America every year. If 
all that food waste was put in semi-trailers and placed end-to-end, they would 
completely circle the earth. Every year. Just the food wasted in America. The 
largest percentage of refuse in landfills is wasted food.

Considering the fact that agricultural production has to increase by 75 
percent in the next 35 years to meet the growing population, reducing 
post-harvest food losses is instrumental in meeting those demands of 
feeding a hungry world.
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There is enough food grown in the world so that each individual could have 4.3 
pounds of food each day. Gleaning is a critical part of that system that connects 
hungry people to food that would normally go to waste.

Gleaning is a wonderful volunteer activity for groups, individuals and 
families. In just a few hours, you can provide nutritious food for hungry 
people in your community.

If we keep insisting, maybe one day our culture will eliminate the need for 
fruit and vegetable beauty pageants. After all, who among us wants to make 
tomatoes feel bad about themselves?

For more ways to become involved as a farmer/grower, volunteer or recipient 
agency/pantry, go the website of After The Harvest. Also, check out the USDA 
Food Waste Challenge.
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Ted and Kris Grinter had no idea how a Facebook page would radically change 
their life. At the suggestion of their daughter five years ago, they created the 
Grinter Farms page and now have more than 67,000 followers. You’ve probably 
heard of Grinter Farms and their popular sunflowers.

“Our daughter suggested we make a Facebook page,” Kris says. “I don’t adver-
tise or boost the posts in any way. I think the Facebook page grows because 
people post pretty pictures and then share them with others. They either tag 
friends or share them on their page and tag us.”

“The traffic by our farm was so bad one year that it backed up clear to Lawrence 
(seven miles away) and even on the turnpike,” Ted says. “We’ve been growing 
sunflowers on our farm for 40 years but Facebook changed everything.”

October 23,, 2017

LAWRENCE FAMILY 
GROWS SUNFLOWERS 
AND FUN
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The Grinters are third generation row-crop farmers. Ted’s parents, Jim and Mary 
Jane, began growing sunflowers in the 1970s because it fit well into their crop 
rotation and a new method of farming called no-till. He was also looking for a 
means to use the oil to power his equipment.

“We harvested our first crop but didn’t want to truck it 350 miles across Kansas 
to the closest processing plant in Goodland,” Jim says. “So I decided to bag it 
up and sell it as birdseed, but who heard of feeding birds 40 years ago? I did 
finally manage to sell it to a guy in Kansas City and we’ve been harvesting it 
for birdseed since then.”

There are two types of sunflowers grown for commercial use. The black oil sun-
flower has a smaller seed and is used for biofuel, birdseed, cooking oil and Sun 
Butter – a peanut butter-like product. The residue of crushed meal is used as a 
high-protein feed source for livestock. The confection sunflower, also known as 
striped or chew-and-spit, has a larger head and seeds.

“The sunflowers bloom for approximately two weeks around Labor Day,” Ted 
says. “Local radio and television stations inform people as to when they’re ready. 
When people get out of their cars, they ask what they should do. We tell them to 
enjoy it and treat it like a park.

“We harvest the sunflowers around Halloween, put the seeds in a bin then bag 
them. In a good year, the sunflowers will produce 2,000 pounds of seeds per 
acre. You can buy the bags at Lawrence Feed and Farm Supply; we usually sell 
out in a few months.”



65

“The most popular part of the 
Facebook page is our Rules of 
Engagement because, well, some 
folks just need rules to follow,” Kris 
says. “Every rule has a precedent. 
We have more than 300,000 views 
as people wait to see what our new 
rule is for the year. For example, 
last year we made a rule that 
people had to pick up their dog’s 
poop and put it in a bag. But they 
left the bags of poop at the edge 
for us to pick it up. So now we 
might have a rule that says you 
have to pick up your dog’s poop 
AND take it with you.”

One of their humorous, yet pointed Rules of Engagement, was written in re-
sponse to the Kansas Department of Health and Environment:

There are no restrooms. I used to suggest finding a nice quiet spot way out in 
the field, but I can’t do that now because the KDHE said they would shut our field 
down. Please don’t use the field as a toilet. Nobody can use the field as a toilet…
except for the deer, coyotes, feral cats, skunks, opossum, bats, birds, rabbits, 
rodents, snakes, raccoons, squirrels, lions, tigers, and bears…oh, my!

SUNFLOWER STORIES
“The best part about sharing our sunflower fields are the stories people tell,” 
Ted says. “I wish I had time to set up a tent and do a meet-and-greet. We have 
grandparents who talk about coming when they were a child, then bringing their 
children and now their grandchildren. There are a lot of family, wedding, engage-
ment, senior photos and selfies taken with the sunflowers.”

“People have suggested that we charge admission, but that’s not going to hap-
pen on my watch,” Kris says. “My mom was a single mother with four kids and 
we did a lot of fun things like camping and fishing because they were free. There 
should be free things left in the world.”
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“People do ask if they can take a sunflower head with them but we warn them 
they dry up quickly and might have a car full of insects by the time they get 
home,” Ted jokes. “If they want, they can drop a dollar per head on the honor 
system in a box. I keep hoping people will give me a dollar a head for all the 
sunflowers then I won’t have to harvest them.”

After numerous people asked the Grinters for sunflower memorabilia, they 
opened a store located down the road two years ago. In addition, they added a 
commercial kitchen to provide baked goods as well as items from local artisans. 
The shop is open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily during the bloom, then on the weekends 
until December.

“People kept asking for t-shirts,” 
Kris says. “My degree is in graphic 
arts so I designed a t-shirt and had 
an order ready and Ted told me to 
double it, but I didn’t. We sold out, 
so then I doubled it, sold out and 
ordered more.”

Social media platforms like Face-
book, Twitter and Instagram 
indicate visitors from all over the 
world visit the field each year. Their 
40-acre field of Kansas’s state flow-
er draws more tourists during that 
three-week period than any other 
attraction they offer.

Ted and Kris love watching their field of blooming yellow orbs follow the sun 
through the sky from east to west each day. Overnight, the flowers retrace that 
path so they’re ready to greet the sun each morning. After they bloom, they all fix 
themselves east and stop turning.

The Grinters also love sharing their beauties with the public. All they ask is that 
you’re not the reason they have to write a new rule.
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Have you ever wanted to brew your own beer at home? According to the 
American Homebrewing Association, 1.2 million brewers are jumping feet 
first into this exciting hobby.

Shane MacNair is one of those folks, and he’s got some chops behind his brew. 
He won the Brewer’s Choice the first time he entered his Blueberry Cream Porter 
in the Home Brew Competition in Hays. Home brewers from Kansas and Mis-
souri competed for one of two awards at Brews on the Bricks 2017. Professional 
brewmasters selected the winner of the first place Brewer’s Choice award and 
ticketholders chose the winner of the second-place prize, People’s Choice.

December 18, 2017

THE ART OF HOME 
BREWING
The hobby of home brewing is 
becoming popular
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“My friends kept telling me I won 
but I didn’t believe them,” Shane 
says. “It was my first contest and 
I was up against some pretty stiff 
competition. The best part of win-
ning was that the local brewery, 
Gella’s Diner & Lb. Brewing Co, 
brewed a batch of my beer and 
had it on tap until it ran out.”

Although Shane won the 
competition in April, he waited 
until harvest was over on the family 
farm before he was able to work 
with brewmaster, Brendan Arnold, 
to mix his batch.

“Shane was a pleasure to work with,” Brendan says. “We made five barrels, 
which is 155 gallons. He took home 15 gallons and we sold the rest in less than 
four weeks. People really liked his beer.”

 “That competition for home brews wouldn’t have been possible in 2013 
when I first started brewing,” Shane says. “The state regulations then 
prohibited home brew from even leaving the premises, so if you brewed 
it, you had to drink it on your own property. They’ve relaxed some of the 
laws but are still pretty stringent.”

BREWING AT HOME
The craft beer industry has doubled in the last five years in the U.S., providing 
more than 360,000 jobs and revenues of $33 billion dollars. There were 500 
microbreweries in 1994 and more than 5,000 in 2016. There are several busi-
nesses in Kansas that tailor to the home brewer.

“People can start brewing at home using kits,” Shane says. “I started that way 
but with my background in diesel technology I’ve custom built some of my own 
equipment. It’s important not to skimp on equipment and ingredients because if 
you sacrifice the quality of those things, you sacrifice the taste.”
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Shane grew up on a farm near Jetmore and the experience of working 
with mechanization as well as various grains provides him with a better 
understanding of the process.

“Brewing beer is unique because it is like a living organism since you’re convert-
ing starch into sugar then into alcohol and that’s a very active process,” Shane 
says. “I start by adding malted grains to water that make a sweet, syrupy liquid 
called wort. Then I add hops for the bitterness to counter the sweetness and the 
last part is adding yeast to start fermenting the sugars into alcohol. Once I have 
it in bottles, it takes a minimum of three weeks before it’s ready to drink but there 
are some I let go for longer periods.”

His main motivation for brewing at home is the pleasure he derives in sharing his 
latest creation with friends and family.

“I keep experimenting and inviting people over to try my latest brew,” 
Shane says. “They are pretty good about telling me if they like it or what 
needs added. It’s a great way to socialize with friends. It’s also why I like 
to visit places like Lb. Brewing.”

MICROBREWERIES
An estimated 78 percent of customers of microbreweries live within 10 miles, so 
the focus of brewmasters is to create a beer that taps into local culture. Lb. Brew-
ing Co. is an example of that.

“In 2005, citizens in Hays decided to add a restaurant and microbrewery to the 
revitalization efforts that started in 1999,” Brendan says. “Our history is con-
nected to Russia and Germany so it was named after the Volga German term for 
‘you know’ or ‘don’t you agree’, which is Gella. The attached brewery, Lb. Brew-
ing Co., is short for liquid bread. We are a micropub because we serve both beer 
and food and design one around the other, so they pair well.

“Every beer we make is created with the local community in mind. For 
example, we truck in 1,200 gallons of water two times a week from a well 
nearby that taps into the Ogallala Aquifer. That water is particularly good 
for creating our stout beers.”
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On the menu you will find the American Hefeweizen, which won the gold medal 
in 2013 at the Great American Beer Festival and uses wheat instead of barley as 
its base grain. In addition, they offer Ft. Fletcher Pale Ale – the original name of 
Fort Hays – as well as Ellis County Pale Ale.

“We follow, for the most part, the old tradition of Reinheitsgebot, which is known 
as the German Beer Purity Law,” Brendan says. “However, our Oatmeal Stout 
and fruited ales defy the purity law.”

Reinheitsgebot was established in 1516 in Bavaria to regulate the production 
and sale of beer. Although originally only allowing the three ingredients of water, 
barley and hops, the regulations were modified to include the use of yeast, now 
an integral part of process.
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BECOMING A BREWMASTER
Like all artists, both Shane as a home brewer and Brendan as a professional 
brewmaster, share a passion that cannot be contrived. Shane hopes one day 
to be a brewmaster and own his own microbrewery. Brendan, who received his 
training at the Siebel Institute of Technology, continues to educate himself to 
maintain the award winning tradition of Lb. Brewing Co.

Although they share a passion for the 
art and science of brewing, both quickly 
agree the best part of their work is 
sharing a pint at the end of a day 
with family and friends.

If you see them, ask them about their 
favorite beer. Most likely they’ll pour 
you a few samples and ask you to 
decide your favorite. Then they’ll 
pour you a pint and tell you a story, 
but listen closely, for they speak in 
the language of artists.


