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Foundation:  We view the land 

much like Aldo Leopold who said: 

“We abuse the land because we 

regard it as a community belonging to 

us.  When we see the land as a 

community to which we belong, we 

may begin to use it with love and 

respect.”   Don Ruzicka in . . . 

www.sunrisefarm.ca/stewardship.htm  

 

News and views:   
 

 Abbrev’s:  When you order seeds from 

companies like Dam’s, West Coast, 

Johnny’s, T & T, you will encounter the 

following abbreviations or variations.  

F1 or F2 indicate hybrid seeds.  OP 

means open pollinated which “generally 

refers to seeds that will "breed true." 

When the plants of an open-pollinated 

variety self-pollinate, or are pollinated 

by another representative of the same 

variety, the resulting seeds will produce 

plants roughly identical to their parents.”  

If you are going to save seeds, hybrids 

may not be the better choice because 

they often don’t breed true.  

 The Smithers Farmers Institute is 

hosting another Carrots to Cattle 

Conference!  This time the theme is 

“Making Money in Agriculture”.  Please 

see the attached conference poster and 

an agenda – other details are available 

on the website: 

www.smithersfarmersinstitute.com.  

 Are you concerned about the quality of 

the hay you purchase?  Don Ashford 

says:   “This reminds me of a story that 

Ron Morrow told once. He said that he 

bought some hay one year that wasn’t 

very good but it was cheap and he really 

did need some kindling.”  

www.onpasture.com.  [This note comes 

complete with our suggestion that you 

support this fine website and learn, learn, 

learn.] 

 Shirley Hamblin’s rave review of 

Rapunzel tomatoes in the January 15 

edition of Just Farmers resulted in some 

requests for information about the seed.  

One company from the U.S.A. that 

carries it does not export to Canada.  

(Not part of NAFTA, apparently.)  But 

Riverside Gardens in Houston will be 

supplying this variety in their offerings 

of bedding plants so you will be able to 

get them in many local outlets.   

 With this issue we begin the fourth year 

of publishing Just Farmers.  We’re 

sending you the first issue from 2014 for 

your interest.    

 

Looking Back on 2016.  Here is a 

continuation of last issue’s report.  This 

comes from Master Gardener Dave Rempel 

from Prince George: 

 “What did well?  My thoughts 

immediately went to what didn't do 

well.  Overall, the 2016 vegetable harvest 

felt mediocre, although the berries were 

good.  Upon further reflection, I realized the 

kale and leeks were noteworthy. 

 1. May 25 - was given four  

Abundance Kale plants by my bank financial 

advisor person.  (Started from seed - OP - 

West Coast Seeds.)  Gave them a few 

shovelsfull of compost and the odd watering 

during the summer.  They grew like 

crazy:  up to shoulder height & 4' 

across.  Oct. 7 - stuffed a cooler full of 

leaves to take to family in Chilliwack and 

harvested the rest when back on the 10th. 

 2. March 7 - seeded out several leek 

varieties in small wooden boxes.  June 18 - 

(late) planted out leeks in raised bed.  Oct. 6 

- harvested summer leeks.  Nov. 29 - dug 

out winter leeks - Hannibal - and stuffed 

http://www.sunrisefarm.ca/stewardship.htm
http://www.smithersfarmersinstitute.com/
http://www.onpasture.com/
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them with roots and clay into a 5 gal. pail & 

left them in the cold room.  Nice thick 

shanks.  Jan. 3 -   trimmed and cleaned those 

leeks & enjoyed a lovely side dish of leeks 

in white sauce.   

 For both, the great taste was 

complimented by the knowledge that next to 

no work was required to produce a good 

harvest.”  [Ed. Note:  Hannibal was the 

Carthaginian general who invaded Rome 

through the Alps using elephants as part of 

his army.  I suppose elephants have more to 

do with the leeks than the Alps. . . or that 

Hannibal lost the war.] 

 We must be at the peak of the snowshoe 

hare cycle.  They seem to be everywhere 

this year.  Here’s a report by the same 

David Rempel, a Master Gardener if not 

Master Counter.   

 “There must be hundreds of rabbits 
in the back yard!  Way more than we've 
ever had before.  I mean, I don't know, 
there are trails everywhere!” 
 Fact check:  Mrs. Rempel saw one 
rabbit along the hedge yesterday. 
 Well, you can have your alternative 
facts if you like.  You journalists are always 
trying to make me look bad. 
 When thinking about our new water laws 

in B.C., you might think about this 

information (from the U.S.A.):  “Homes, 

golf courses and parks may grow more 

acres of turf grass than U.S. farmers 

devote to corn, wheat and fruit trees — 

combined. In a study published in 

Environmental Management in 2005, 

researchers estimated there are 40 

million acres of turf grass in the U.S., 

covering 1.9 percent of the land. 

If all that is kept well watered, it could 

use 60 million acre-feet of water a year 

(An acre-foot is the amount of water 

needed to cover an acre to a depth of one 

foot). Turf grass might be the U.S.’s 

largest irrigated “crop,” wrote the 

research team in their paper. Here’s a 

closer look at how lawns compare to 

some of the U.S.’s top agriculture and 

what that means for individual 

homeowners. 

http://scienceline.org/2011/07/lawns-vs-

crops-in-the-continental-u-s/  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quote of the month:  

A Successful Farming Business 

 

 Growth in the business must go 

hand-in-hand with improvements 

in careful use of the land. 

 Farming success means more time 

for play and family. 

 Increasing the size of the farm 

must be better for the community. 

Starting another one might be 

better by this standard. 

 Farms cannot succeed in the 

failure of their communities and 

school districts. 

 Successful farms strengthen their 

families. 
--Jim Van der Pol who grazes and direct-

markets pork, chickens, and beef from his 

farm near Kerkhoven, Minnesota. 

 

 

http://scienceline.org/2011/07/lawns-vs-crops-in-the-continental-u-s/
http://scienceline.org/2011/07/lawns-vs-crops-in-the-continental-u-s/
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New Handbook Will Help You Do Your Own On-Farm Research 
report by Chris Yates, Lemieux Creek Ranch 

 

It’s no secret that food production can be a complicated and mysterious process at times. Not to 

mention risky. Determining how to meet your goals without losing your shirt can be a challenge. 

A just-completed research project in North Central BC might make it possible to get the 

information you need in less time and with less risk. 

 

Following a more than two-year process involving farmer volunteers, scientists, agrologists, and 

academics a British Columbia Forage Council initiative entitled “Demonstrating Innovative 

Forage Production Practices to Increase Climate Change Adaptation” has resulted in a step-by-

step manual for meaningful independent research on the farm.  

 

Designed by the BC Forage Council (BCFC) and BC Ministry of Agriculture (BCMA) the 

project was implemented by Dr. Catherine Tarasoff of Agrowest Consulting and BCMA 

Regional Agrologist Lavona Liggins working closely with four Vanderhoof area farmers with 

individual projects on their own farms. 

 

Each participant decided what they would like to try, or to test and were guided in getting 

answers. The tests all focused on forage, from most effective seeding density to variety to mix of 

forages. Each person went through two planting and harvesting seasons and recorded the results 

along the way. 

 

All four farmers agreed that the research provided valuable information. 

 

Dr. Tarasoff says the experience working with the farmers informed the design and development 

of the manual.  She pointed out that although the manual originated from forage production the 

information would be useful for all food production, “It applies to livestock producers, 

orchardists, market gardeners, anyone who is involved in agriculture.” 

 

BCFC Manager Sheri Schweb says the manual has attracted a lot of interest from producers and 

researchers across the province and across Canada.  “It lays out the basics of research allowing 

anyone at any knowledge level to perform their own trials. Producers can use that valuable 

information to decide if their idea is a viable business venture before they ‘bet the farm’. It’s a 

needed tool in the agriculture industry.” 

 

As an extension of the farm research trials, the BCFC is planning on adding forage study groups 

in regions where producers conduct their own research, she said.  “The groups would get 

together once a month at different locations to share their experiences and methods.  They might 

invite guest speakers with needed expertise, discuss challenges and successes and possibly go for 

pasture walks.” 

 

BCFC will post a digital copy of the guide as well as extra worksheets to their farmwest.com 

website. Schweb says producers are encouraged to submit their research results for the website, 

positive or negative, so that others can learn from their outcomes. There is also research 
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equipment available to rent from the BCFC; a complete list will be uploaded to the website 

soon.  

 

The hard copy of the manual will be available Feb. 22 from BCFC and an open seminar will take 

place Feb. 25 at CNC, 3330 22nd Ave Prince George from 10:00AM - 2:00PM. “We encourage 

producers to come and take this opportunity to ask Dr. Tarasoff their research questions. 

 

“We will also present the final report data from the project research trials and Dr. Tarasoff will 

go through the manual chapters in an interactive session.“ 

 

Preregister by email to bcfc@bcforagecouncil.com or contact Sheri Schweb at 250-255-9065.   

Funding for the project is provided by the Investment Agriculture Foundation Climate Action 

Initiative, through the Growing Forward 2 program as well as the BCMA, BCFC, Omenica 

Beetle Action Coalition, Nechako Regional Cattlemen and the Nechako-Kitimaat Development 

Fund Society as well as Investment Agriculture Foundation of BC, Agricultural Research and 

Development Corporation of BC and the Canadian Governments. 

                  
 

 
The two youngest participants at the recent Quick College agriculture and food meeting 

, . . . with peacock feathers.  

  

mailto:bcfc@bcforagecouncil.com
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(Ed. Note:  Long ago books were often serialized, i.e., each week or month a new chapter of a novel or 

other book would appear in a periodical.  This made for anticipation by the readers who couldn’t wait to 

get the next episode.  Charles Dickens wrote some of his famous books this way.  Just Farmers is 

serializing part of the farming/life story of Don and Marie Ruzicka whose farm is “still in the process of 

becoming sustainable.  © Don Ruzicka, 2017 and Eskerhazy Publications.  For permission to reprint, 

please contact the author.) 

 

 

Forgiven by the Land 
by Don Ruzicka, Killam, Alberta 

www.sunrisefarm.ca/  
 
When one compromises the health of the land, is it possible to be forgiven?  This question 
never appeared on my radar as I didn’t realize that there was a possibility to do harm to the 
land when we moved to the farm in 1983. 
 My wife, Marie, and I, and our three children, Anna, Matt and Paddy, realized “my” 
dream of moving back to the farm that my grandparents, on my mom’s side, had settled in 
1915.  The farm is located north west of Killam, Alberta in Flagstaff County. 
 Frank and Rose Swoboda took a chance that there were greater opportunities 
awaiting them in Western Canada.  They sold their livery business in Fairdale, ND and 
headed North West in hopes of finding them.  
 Our first twelve years on the farm, we did what 99% of farmers did back in those 
days did; we chose the industrial model.  We grew grain and raised cattle for the 

commodities market.   
 Although we had taken out a large 
mortgage to purchase the farm, all went fairly 
well until 1989, or at least I thought so.  Our 
farm had always had western meadowlarks 
and their melodious and persistent song was 
always a welcome sign that spring was 
unfolding once again.  They failed to show up in 
1989 and I thought that this came under the 
category of reasons entitled: “Stuff Happens.”  
My management or mismanagement couldn’t 
possibly have anything to do with it. 
 In 1989, for the first time, we borrowed money for an operating loan and the 
amount required each year continually increased. 
 Each year I gazed around the farm for some bush, wetlands or native prairie that 
could be cleared drained and broke in order to grow more grain and make more money.  
This became a yearly habit and the land was not winning.   
 In March of 1986 I was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease.  It took me awhile to realize 
that the stress from the enormous debt load that we were carrying had developed into a 
disease or perhaps a better way of putting it, “dis-ease.”   I was not “at ease” with all of the 
stress that was bubbling up around me and it expressed its frustration in centering itself in 
my gut.  

http://www.sunrisefarm.ca/
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 I chose not to have the operation to remove the problem but rather sought out an 
alternative.  I had a history of severe reactions to drugs and perhaps an herbalist would 
have some answers that involve a less invasive way of treating the problem.  The herbalist 
who treated me at the time suggested identifying the cause, and then figuring out how to 
change my life and begin to heal.  The herbalist referred to his method of treatment as 
“holistic.” Instead of treating symptoms, identify the cause and begin the journey to healing. 
(I was not aware at the time that this approach was going to be the way forward for making 
decisions on how we would farm.)  
 A strict diet, taking various vitamins and herbs, put my train back on the track 
within about six weeks.  Two parting recommendations after these treatments were to 
work hard at avoiding stress and since we were farmers, a quote from Hippocrates: “Let 
thy food be thy medicine and thy medicine be thy food.”   
 He mentioned the health benefits of raising poultry on pasture and removing grain 
from the diet of our cattle.  One very important healing property that I required to heal and 
remain healthy was an abundance of omega # 3 essential fatty acids.  By raising our 
livestock with access to healthy pasture, would elevate the levels of the omega # 3.  How we 
were going to make this transition was still unclear but the seeds had been planted. 
After harvest in October of 1995, we had the discussion: should we continue on this 
journey of uncontrollable debt, sell and move, or stay and try another way of farming? 

Part 2will appear in the next edition of Just Farmers 

***** 

Birds and Farming Note:   

 I have seen western meadow larks twice in the Bulkley Valley.  Once was on the top of the hill 

across from the Telkwa cemetery in scruffy pasture and daisies, the other time in Quick in an 

old, underdeveloped pasture.  I think the latter one may even have 

been a nester.   

 The most recent confirmed sighting listed by the Bulkley Valley 

Naturalists occurred one at Driftwood Lodge on July 28, 2008.   

 When we first moved to the Lower Mainland, there were many 

western meadow larks.  Cutting silage in May, then two or three more 

crops of hay pretty well devastated the population of ground-nesting 

birds.   

 In more easterly regions of North America, it is meadowlarks and 

especially bobolinks whose numbers are declining due to various factors, among them not 

enough time to nest before forages are cut.  Some farmers, especially rotational grazers, set 

aside a piece of land—perhaps five acres—as “Bobolink sanctuary” and cut it after ground-

nesting birds have fledged their young.  This hay is overmature according to dairy standards and 

is used for dry cows or beef or other lower-protein requiring animals.    One person who does 

this near my hometown is Mr. David Heidel of Random Lake, Wisconsin.  He is a contributor to 

Graze magazine and a grass-based dairy producer.  I’ve been on the farm and seen the 

sanctuary.  cg 

 Late notice:  Confirmed sighting of western meadow lark in Hazelton, January 27, 2017.   
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Thistle Control:  One Rancher’s Experience 

Thistles.  In August of 2001, Alberta Agriculture brought 17 of their beef, forage and water 

specialists for a tour of our farm.  These pending visits always make me wonder are they coming 

for “Happy Hour,” or do they really think we are onto something.  We spent most of the time in 

the pastures showing our portable solar powered watering system and our rotational grazing 

methods.  One burning question that broke loose was, “Where are your thistles,” as none were 

anywhere to be found? 

  

In 1997, when I planted the 600 acres of cultivated land down to meadow brome grass, dahernian 

rye, creeping red fescue and algonquin alfalfa, the pastures came up looking as if they were 

about 90% alfalfa.  Fear of bloat was on my mind 24/7.  When the cattle were moved to a new 

paddock, they would cherry pick the tops of the alfalfa.  If we had experienced bountiful rainfall 

and extreme heat, you get what many refer to as a “bloat storm.”   

  

In order to change the game to prevent the cherry picking, I pulled my retired 25’ pull type 

swather out of the bush and started swathing one day ahead of the cattle.  When I moved them 

into a freshly swathed paddock, there were no alfalfa plants standing to be nibbled off so they 

had to bend down and grab a mouthful of grasses and alfalfa out of the swath.  Along with the 

high test alfalfa, they were also getting grass and stems which, when entering the rumen, there 

was enough balance that there were no bloat issues.  I must add here that “real grazers” don’t 

swath.  My rationalization, simply put, I take no delight in seeing any of our custom graze cattle 

doing an imitation of the Hindenburg. 

  

I noticed as I swathed, that there were a fair number of Canada Thistle plants.  About 47 days 

later, I swathed the pastures again for the second grazing rotation.  I used this method for about 5 

years until I became comfortable with not having to swath.  As the forage specialists pondered 

why there were no thistles, one of them put it all together.  He said that by swathing consistently 

for that many years, the thistles never had the opportunity to mature and make seed so they 

slowly got choked out.   The forage canopy was a great competitor which along with the 

swathing, had solved the thistle problem.           –Don Ruzicka 

  

***** 

The Last Word:   In honour of all Scots, our article 

about thistles (not the Scottish thistle) and Robbie 

Burns day (January 25). . .    

 Please notice:   

 The delicately beautiful flower heads;  
 The viciously sharp thorns; 
 Its stubborn and tenacious grip on the land; 
 Its defiant ability to flourish in spite of all efforts 

to remove it.  www.scottish-at-heart.com  

Thistle and flag:  Bratach na h-Alba 

http://www.scottish-at-heart.com/

