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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:   
 Editor’s Note:  In this issue we are 

printing items of research and 

information from our files that never 

quite seemed to fit in other issues.  You 

may call it the Miscellany Issue. 
 About fertilizing pastures:  In the last 

issue we referred to Ca (calcium/lime) 

and P (Phosphorus) being the two first 

soil fertilizers to add to your pastures.  

One of North America’s premier grazing 

experts, Allan Nation, says it this way:  

“Because lime and organic-matter 

percentage will greatly affect the 

subsequent availability from the 

application of commercial phosphate 

fertilizers, it is recommended that if 

budgets are limited, lime should take 

precedence over phosphate fertilization.” 

 If you’ve had a soil test done lately, it 

may be a good thing to check your 

calcium/magnesium ratios.  Many soils 

in our area are quite high in magnesium.  

This means that if you do add lime, use 

CaC03 (calcium carbonate), not 

dolomitic lime which contains 

magnesium as well as calcium.  The 

chemical “name” of dolomite is calcium 

magnesium carbonate.  It has about 50% 

calcium carbonate and 40% magnesium 

carbonate, giving approximately 22% 

calcium and at least 11% magnesium.   

 You may have heard about a project in 

Prince George that uses goats to control 

brush and weedy growth where using 

chemical sprays would be impractical, 

dangerous, or objectionable for other 

reasons.  Here is a link to a widely-

publicized project operated by a person 

who calls it Rent-a-Ruminant.  

http://onpasture.com/2017/02/20/how-

to-grow-a-goat-grazing-business-part-1/  

It might be worth a pilot project or 

student summer project in this area, too.   

 The Peace River Regional District in 

northern British Columbia rented 500 

goats to control the noxious invasive 

weed Dalmatian toadflax in the city of 

Fort St. John. The goats consumed a 

patch of weeds located on a steep bank 

of the Peace River, where herbicides are 

to be avoided and hand-pulling is not 

practical. 

Source:  

www.sightline.org/2012/03/05/renting-

sustaina-billies  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Here’s an analogy by eminent soil 

scientist, Dr. Christine Jones:   

 “In order for new soil to form, it 

must be living. Life in the soil provides 

http://www.sunrisefarm.ca/stewardship.htm
http://onpasture.com/2017/02/20/how-to-grow-a-goat-grazing-business-part-1/
http://onpasture.com/2017/02/20/how-to-grow-a-goat-grazing-business-part-1/
http://prrd.bc.ca/home.php
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linaria_dalmatica
http://www.invasiveplantcouncilbc.ca/invasive-species-in-the-news/goats-munch-on-toxic-weeds-in-fort-st-john
http://www.invasiveplantcouncilbc.ca/invasive-species-in-the-news/goats-munch-on-toxic-weeds-in-fort-st-john
http://www.sightline.org/2012/03/05/renting-sustaina-billies
http://www.sightline.org/2012/03/05/renting-sustaina-billies
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the structure for more life, and the 

formation of more soil. Building new 

topsoil is much like building a house 

(Bushby 2002). A good house is one 

which is comfortable for the occupants. 

It requires a roof, walls and airy rooms 

with good plumbing. Soil with poor 

structure cannot function effectively, 

even when nutrient and moisture levels 

are optimal (Bushby 2002). 

 
A photo from a Canadian research station 
showing the root growth of bunchgrass 
plants that were kept clipped at certain 
levels.  You can probably surmise which 
simulate over-grazing. 

 

 The roof of a healthy soil is the 

groundcover of plants and plant litter, 

which buffer temperatures, improve 

water infiltration and slow down 

evaporation, so that soil remains moister 

for longer following rainfall. The 

building materials for the walls are gums 

and polysaccharides produced by soil 

microbes. These sticky substances 

enable soil minerals to be glued together 

into little lumps (aggregates) and the 

aggregates to be glued together into peds 

[other, naturally-formed aggregates]. 

When soil is well aggregated, the spaces 

(pores) between the aggregates form the 

rooms in the house. They allow the soil 

to breathe, as well as absorb moisture 

quickly when it rains. A healthy topsoil 

should be about half solid materials and 

half pore spaces (Brady 1984).” 

 

 Forming Effective Small Groups 
Rather than a lot of big talk and ideas, 

the Center for Regional Development 

proposes a strategy based instead on 

small achievable actions, aptly called 

“Strategic Doing”. In it they suggest 

success depends on: 

 setting a manageable objective; 
 establishing a series of clear steps to 

achieve it; 
 determining measurable outcomes, 
 coming together regularly and; 
 requiring no more than a few hours 

of work from each participant 
between regular meetings. 

 

 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.   [Various 

sources.  If accurate, it wouldn’t surprise 

us.] 

http://photos1.blogger.com/blogger/625/1583/1600/sambinghamgrassroots-1.0.jpg
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 Here’s an article that someone sent me.  

It is something I’m going to try this 

summer.  Maybe you will, too.   

 
Teaching Cows to Eat Thistles 

 

PARK CITY, Utah:  Can you teach cows to eat 
thistles?  According to Gregg Simonds, Vice 
President of Ensign Ranches, you can.  
 Gregg said he had some neighbors 
who were complaining about a patch of 
thistles growing on a ditch bank in one of 
his paddocks.  They wanted Gregg to spray 
the thistles.  
 He said this didn’t sit well with him 
for both philosophic and economic reasons.  
“I pointed out to them that they sprayed 
their thistles every year and every year their 
thistles got worse,” he said.   
 “Of course, that’s not what they 
wanted to hear.  They wanted us to do 
‘something’ about our patch of thistles.  So I 
sprayed the thistles.  But not with a 

herbicide—a mixture of molasses and 
water.  
 “We then turned the cows into that 
paddock and they ate the thistles right into 
the ground.” 
 Gregg said that this seemed to 
satisfy the neighbors and they continued 
this practice each spring for several years.  
 “Then one year we ran out of 
molasses.  We didn’t know what to do so 
we just turned the cows in and they ran 
over and ate all the thistles with no 
molasses.  We had trained them to like 
thistles.” 
 Gregg said that to remove thistles 
with grazing the plant should be grazed 
when it is first bolting to first flower.  
 “This fast growth uses up the plant’s 
root reserves and makes it very susceptible 
to being killed with grazing,” he said. 
 (Immature thistles have forage 
tested at 28 to 30 percent protein and are 
harvested for silage in Argentina.  The 
ensiling process softens their stickers.)

 

 
 

 

 

So you think you’ve got it 

tough.  Try being a snowshoe 

hare in a changing climate. 

 

 

 

 

“Growing or shedding a 
white winter coat at the 
wrong time is a monster 
liability for snowshoe 
hares.”   [I think this hare is 
living in a cemetery:  not 
too auspicious.] 
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Explanatory note:  It looks to us as if some or all of you did not get part 2 of Don’s story.  This 
week, therefore, we are publishing parts 1-4 in their entirety.   We apologize for our error.   

 
Forgiven by the Land 

by Don Ruzicka, Killam, Alberta 
www.sunrisefarm.ca/  

 
(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.) 

 

 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.  

 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.)  

http://www.sunrisefarm.ca/
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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? 

(end of first part of the serial) 

***** 

 There was a clue to a possible answer to this question in the mail box the next morning.  

A one page flyer was nestled in the mail box with the title; “Would you like to get off the 

agribusiness treadmill?”  There was a date, a time and an invitation to attend an information 

meeting and hear about a concept called Holistic Management.  This instantly captured my 

attention. 

 I attended the meeting and after sharing the information with Marie, we enrolled in the 

eight day course.   HM is a whole farm planning systems approach that helps farmers, ranchers 

and land stewards to better manage agricultural resources in order to attain sustainable, 

environmental, economic, and social benefits.   

 During the course, we watched a movie about Joel Salatin’s pasture based farming model 

of multi species grazing.  It was déjà vu as the seeds that the herbalist had planted were 

beginning to sprout before us as we saw how Salatin was farming the way that we should 

consider adopting.  This course changed how we farm, our quality of life, and presented us with 

an entirely new way of viewing the land. 

 We finished the course in February of 1996.  When the snow melted in March, I saw our 

farm through a different set of eyes.  The prairie pastures were over grown with sage and yarrow 

which were signs of over grazing.  I also woke up to the fact that the farm, over the years, had 

become increasingly silent.  Birds had become sparser with fewer species.  The meadowlark was 

still conspicuously absent.  We had been taught by HM that promoting and maintaining 

biodiversity leads to a healthy ecosystem that is more resilient to droughts and other 

environmental challenges.   

 What I had “learned” in the first 12 years of farming the industrial model had to be 

“unlearned.” There was much work to be done, and HM had given us the tools to “relearn” the 

new concepts of rebuilding the ecosystem. 

 We sold 320 acres of land, all of our grain equipment and seeded all of our 600 acres of 

cultivated land to pasture in 1996 and 1997.  The remaining 200 acres of native prairie, wetlands, 

sloughs and trees, were all in need of some tender loving care.  

 There is a stigma attached to “selling off” land.  It reminded me of stories I have heard 

about alcoholism.  Once you admit that you have a problem, you allow yourself to be open to 

help.   

 By placing a ½ section of our farm up for sale was a statement saying that we needed to 

deal with an uncontrollable debt load.  With this acknowledgement comes a feeling of failure and 

you begin to wonder what your friends, relatives and neighbours are thinking.  Jumping head 
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first, without a parachute, into doing a 180 degree turn in how we farmed was just what I needed 

to keep my mind off these doubts. 

 Farming “native to this place” also gave us a nudge to be diverse in how the farm would 

re-evolve.  The native prairie that makes up this region is resilient because of its diversity of flora 

and fauna.  Prairie is a polyculture which is the most efficient user of water and is disease 

resistant.  Monoculture grain farming in comparison, fails in both categories. 

end of part 2 

***** 

 And so we began the foray into the Salatin model of farming.  We built shelters for 

broilers, turkeys, laying hens and hogs that were moved ahead the length of the shelter every day 

to fresh pasture during spring and summer.  We have a small herd of Angus and Red Poll cows 

and also custom graze cattle for other farmers and ranchers.   

 We chose organic farming as our niche mainly because the herbalist that had helped me 

through my health issues told us to “eat close to the land.”  Avoid processed foods, herbicides, 

pesticides, insecticides and parasiticides, and chemical fertilizer in the food that you eat.    

By May 1st of 1999, we had paid down all of our debt. I am unable to clearly explain and do 

justice as to how this removal of debt affected me.  I felt as though I had been held hostage by 

the banking system and now I was free!  An anvil had been removed from both shoulders.   

Next on the list, I could begin the work of paying down the debt to the “land, to the environment, 

to nature or to the Creator”; whatever one chooses to call it.  I had no idea that this next part of 

the journey would move toward being forgiven by the land. 

 If you want to find out more about HM, you have to find people who are practicing it.  In 

1996, I began to attend grazing tours throughout the province and met many ranchers and 

farmers who were applying the principles of HM. 

 We had developed a plan for the farm when we took the course and began to implement 

it.  We fenced and cross fenced all of our 800 cares with one wire electric fencing so that we 

could rotational graze our cattle through the paddocks.  Timing and rest periods of grazing are 

important to rebuilding and maintaining pasture health. 

 I had begun to see the damage I had done to the land and tell others about it.  There is a 

well-known Chinese proverb: “When the student is ready, the teacher appears.  Soon, the 

“teachers” appeared.  Biologists, riparian specialists, agro-forestry specialists, ornithologists, 

entomologists, ecologists, sociologists (trying to get inside my head to see why I was taking 

responsibility for my mistakes) range specialists, forage specialists, wetland specialists and many 

others seemed to find their way to our farm and they all had a gracious way of asking, “How can 

we help you?”   

 No fingers were pointed reminding me of the damage I had done to the land.  Many 

walks were taken to the various places where regeneration was needed and suggestions were 

made.  I didn’t realize it at the time but all of these people, in one way or another, were telling 

me that “we forgive you, so now, let’s get on with the task of making things right.”  And it was 

so very subtle that I almost missed it. 

 As mentioned before, the native prairie was over grazed to the point of being 

unrecognizable as being “native prairie.” I decided to keep the cows out of some of it for a year 

and other areas that were in worse condition, two years.  From there, since many birds require 

healthy native prairie for habitat to raise their young, we have gone to grazing it in the fall after 

the birds have migrated.  
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 Sources of water such as dugouts, creeks, wetlands and sloughs were fenced off from 

livestock and water was pumped to the various paddocks with a solar pumping system so that 

biodiversity could begin to increase without interruption. Riparian areas provide habitat for about 

80% of all fish and wildlife for all or part of their life cycle.  These areas, approximately 2% to 4 

% of the land base in Alberta, are the convenience stores that migrating birds depend upon 

during their migrations.  They are a critical piece of the ecosystem. 

 In 2001, we started placing bird houses around the farm.  We have 240.  These low rental 

units were an invitation to Mother Nature to come and check out our farm because we need your 

birds for insect control and you need us for habitat. Let’s be partners; didn’t even require a 

handshake. 

 Although we had planted trees since 1984, we ramped up the plantings in 2003.  The 

Liberal Federal government of the day, as a result of the Kyoto Accord, had decided to develop a 

tree planting program supplying plastic mulch to landowners across the prairies.  This program 

increased the survival of the tree seedlings and the carbon that they would sequester would help 

to mitigate climate change.  The recent PC federal government closed the tree farm at Indian 

Head, SK in 2013, in their lack of wisdom.  We need this program now more than we did then. 

Besides shelter belts, we planted wildlife habitat plantings.  These plantings are an acre in size 

and consist of 10 rows of 16 different species of trees and shrubs.  We planted seven of these in 

2005. 

 A growing concern regarding Colony Collapse Disorder, loss of honey bees, gave us the 

nudge to plant eco-buffers in 2011 and 2012.  Every third bite of food depends on a pollinating 

insect. These plantings are designed to increase diversity and biodiversity.  They are important to 

native pollinating insects that are also threatened by loss of habitat and negative implications 

from farming chemicals.   They consist of 20 different species of native flowering plants and 21 

different species of conifers, deciduous, berry bushes and shrubs. 

 

end of part 3 

***** 

 

 Well, it seems like it took a long time and a lot of explaining to get this far in the story, 

but I have approached that moment that I never thought would happen. On May 21
st
, 2000, I was 

moving the chicken shelters ahead to fresh pasture at about 6:00 AM.  I heard the unmistakable 

song of the Western Meadowlark.  Now 6:00 AM is early and although I am a morning person, I 

have been known to day dream.  So, was that a figment of my imagination or would someone 

please play it again?  The second time was like a trumpet blast that was delivering the message; 

“We’re back!”  The song kept repeating itself and I was on cloud nine or perhaps even higher.  

What was the take home message from this experience?  There was no doubt in my mind that it 

was about forgiveness.  

 Throughout the spring and summer of 2000, the meadowlarks kept on reminding us that 

they were indeed back with their uplifting song.  I had many conversations with myself as to 

what does this mean.   

 Life is about relationships.  I do not know of many who make the journey through life 

without compromising or terminating relationships because of what one said, did or implied.  If 

they can make amends and heal the relationship, I sense that somewhere in the mix there has 

been forgiveness from one or perhaps even both sides. 
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 For me, it was not that much of a stretch to extend this “forgiveness” concept from a 

human relationship perspective to forgiveness by the land event.  To fully understand this, you 

likely would have to have been on the journey, every step of the way.  Maybe I am grasping at 

straws?  Perhaps this is just a coincidence?  Where is the science? 

 In a panel discussion or a debate on this happening, I admit that I may have trouble 

convincing the other side.  However, come to the farm and after a brief introduction to the 

“farm,” I will keep silent and let the farm do the convincing as we tour the landscape. It will be 

no contest as the land will truly rest its case. 

 

end of  part 4 

 
Part 5 will appear in the next edition of Just Farmers 

 


