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Marketing straw was tricky. When Tom couldnĘt Ŀnd local 
farmers to sell to near his RedĿeld, Iowa, farm, he reached out 
to local businesses. He was turned down repeatedly for 
months. Fortunately, Tom had time and space to brainstorm. 
“When you spend many hours in a tractor with no radio, you 
have a lot of time to think,” he says. “That can be good if you’re 
creative and bad if you’re stewing on something.”

Tom is the creative type, so when he persevered and dropped 
by one more Tractor Supply store to try to sell his straw, he 
had a plan. To show his investment in the market relationship, 
Tom offered to supply an 8-by-10-foot open-front building to 
house his straw in front of the store. A pallet of 60 bales could 
be set inside using a forklift, a far easier task than manually 
moving bales into the store’s main storage sheds.

After seeing Tom’s straw, the store manager was sold on the 
marketing idea and connected Tom to other Tractor Supply 
stores in the area. When the manager transferred to a 
managerial role at Bomgaars, he called Tom to see if he would 
add Bomgaar stores to his market network.

“Just stopping in that one time and meeting the right guy who 
had the need helped me scale up to 40,000 bales a year in just 
about six or seven years,” Tom says.

As sales grew, bookkeeping became trickier to manage. Tom’s 
wife Robin quit her job and jumped in to manage invoicing, 
taxes and other ofĿce work while also spending long hours 
cleaning rye seed in late summer. Today, Tom and Robin sell 
square rye straw bales at more than two dozen stores across 
west and central Iowa through their business, TRC Farms. 
They house the bales in two to four small buildings outside 
each store. While they don’t receive rent for the structures, 
sales are good enough that each building is paid off.  

Small 			       Successes
By Solveig OrngardBy Solveig Orngard

When Tom Cumming’s neighbor asked him to combine his rye for a large share of the seed and 
straw 12 years ago, Tom had no clue what he was getting himself into. As a row crop farmer since 
1985, he had gotten very used to his rotation of corn, soybeans and hay. But after helping his 
neighbor, Tom decided to use the rye seed he had harvested to start growing his own rye – and to 
bale the straw so he could make the most of the crop.

Robin Cummings cleaning rye seed 

Straw bales housed and ready to sell outside a farm supply store.

(Grain)
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tested. She’s also careful to ensure the grain dries thoroughly 
before selling. 

Yet challenges still arise. ĚOne time, there was a series of 
events that led to the combine picking up clods of dirt on some 
purple barley. I cleaned it probably four times, but I couldn’t 
get the toxin dust out,” Andy says. “That was so sad because 
the crop was beautiful.” The toxin Andy refers to is vomitoxin, a 
substance made by a type of fungus that can contaminate 
grains like corn, wheat and barley. Guidelines for food-grade 
grains limit vomitoxin levels to 1 part per million or less. But 
Andy has learned she can feed tainted grain to livestock, as 
long as vomitoxin levels are under 5 ppm.

Near Spring Green, Wisconsin, Michael Dolan of Seven Seeds 
Organic Farm has also learned the value of raising both grains 
and livestock. Michael and his family focus mainly on raising 
100% grass-fed cattle and marketing their beef. They Ŀrst 
started growing small grains as feed for their cattle. As they 
transitioned to grass-fed, they decided to grow high-value 
food-grade grains.

Michael had already formed a relationship with neighboring 
farmer Paul Bickford. As Paul transitioned farm ownership to 
John and Halee Wepking, Michael formed a market relationship 
with them for his grains. Today, the Wepkings mill a variety of 
grains from their own farm and neighboring farms, including 
Seven Seeds. They also keep grass-fed beef cattle, which they 
sell to the Dolans at 18 months old.

“They have more connections and knowledge about marketing 
grain than we do, and we have more connections and 

marketing experience to market beef than they do,” Michael 
says. “So we have a pretty symbiotic relationship.”

When grain doesn’t meet food-grade standards, Michael can 
feed grain to his pigs and chickens. HeĘs also willing to Ŀnd 
another buyer in need of animal feed, even though it sells for a 
lot less. His wheat, for instance, can sell for $15 to $20 per 
bushel if it meets food-grade requirements. “But if it doesn’t,” 
Michael says, “it’s more like $5 to $6 per bushel. It can be a 
huge Ŀnancial swing.ě But having a foundation of pre-
established relationships alleviates some of the stress when 
forced to shift gears.

Cultivating Respect
For Michael, Andy and the Cummings, small grains have been 
key to cultivating resilience on their farms. Beyond the 
physical crops, each has made a concerted effort to form 
strong connections in their community, building trust through 
reliability, hard work and a bit of ŀexibility. 

ĚOne relationship really can change everything,ě Robin says. 
“But it was Tom’s personality – his willingness to work hard 
and get the product to the store in a timely manner – that the 
manager really liked.”

Michael asserts that communication is key. “Reach out to your 
customers and receive feedback whether it’s negative or 
positive. If it’s negative, make adjustments. See what you can 
do.”

With some ingenuity, networking, patience and a back-up plan, 
small grains may well lead to large gains.  

“Reach out to your customers and receive feedback whether “Reach out to your customers and receive feedback whether 
it’s negative or positive. If it’s negative, make adjustments. it’s negative or positive. If it’s negative, make adjustments. 

See what you can do.”See what you can do.”- Michael Dolan

Andy Hazzard sharing about  
him learn about marketing products. 
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By Rachel BurkeBy Rachel Burke

knowledge to grow food and community

2022 was a pivotal year for Sandro Lopes. 
He started a backyard garden at his house in David City, 
Nebraska, out of a desire to feed his family and his community. 
At the time, Sandro was working 12-hour days as a contractor 
at a corn processing plant. The work environment was dusty, 
hot and left him feeling uninspired.

That same year, his mother, Maria Mont Serrat, came from 
Brazil to live with Sandro, his wife, Michelle, and their four 
children. Sandro grew up in Brazil and is descended from the 
Indigenous Tupí people. 

“My ancestors come from Itacoã-Miri, a small community in 
the city of Acará, in the state of Pará,” he says. “It is a place full 
of history.”

Portuguese colonization, which started in the 16th century, 
had a profound impact on Brazil’s Indigenous Peoples. Sandro 
notes that he’s the fourth generation of the Itacoã-Miri 
community that does not speak the language (Tupí is part of 
the Tupí-Guarani language family). “Yet, the memory of our 
people remains alive,” he says. 

Sandro’s mother is such a knowledge-bearer. In Tupí-Guarani, 
she is known as an ekuñakarai, a word used for a 
grandmother, spiritual leader, counselor and teacher of 
traditions for the family. When she moved to Nebraska, Maria 
started teaching the Lopes family traditional Indigenous ways 
of growing food in raised beds. She also taught them how to 
make biochar, a high-carbon form of charcoal made by 
heating organic matter like plants or wood chips in a low-
oxygen environment that can improve soil health. And she 
introduced them to other Indigenous cultivation practices for 
sustaining people and nature that she had learned growing up 
in the rainforest. 

By 2023, Sandro had ofĿcially started NaTerra Regenerative 
Farm, where he is blending this ancestral knowledge with 
permaculture principles and adapting it to a Midwestern 
context. His garden now Ŀlls nearly his entire backyard ĕ and 
in 2024, he expanded his farm to a nearby 3-acre plot.

Today, Sandro raises produce for a CSA, along with free-range 
chickens and eggs. He also has goats, ducks and quail that his 

12-year-old daughter, 
Maria, tends and shows 
through 4-H. His goal 
with his farm is to create 
a uniĿed system ĕ one that 
forges a harmony between 
the land, the people and other 
beings it sustains, along with the 
Indigenous wisdom that has been passed down to him.

Ancestral Practices
That ancestral knowledge is evident in some of the innovative 
practices Sandro uses at NaTerra Farm. One practice, called 
muvuka – which means “together” in Tupí – is based on 
planting different species together so they can support one 
another, along with soil health and biodiversity. He also seeks 
to mimic aspects of tropical rainforest ecosystems.

In practice, because the local climate is markedly different 
from tropical Brazil, this means creative adaptation. “The 
Nebraska sun shines differently,” Sandro says. “Keeping the 
soil, seeds and plants moist is not a problem in the Brazilian 
rainforest. But in Nebraska, dry air can be a challenge.” 

To cope, Sandro shades his plants with a custom structure he 
built. It consists of a wood frame topped with chicken wire. As 
Sandro weeds, he puts the discarded plants on top of the 
structure to create a natural tarp of foliage, imitating a live 
plant shade canopy. When the seeds emerge, he moves the 
tarp on a rotation. The practice lets him grow a lot of food in a 
small space. 

Another practice uses crop rotation, ground cover and 
composting to enrich the soil and boost crop productivity. 

and Guided by Traditionand Guided by Tradition”
“Rooted in Nature

“The Nebraska sun shines differently.
Keeping the soil, seeds and plants moist is 

not a problem in the Brazilian rainforest. 
But in Nebraska, dry air can be a challenge.” 

- Sandro Lopes
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radishes to another, or seeing how well 
different sweet peppers yield in a 
farmer’s system. 

Alice McGary of Mustard Seed 
Community Farm in Ames, Iowa, has 
taken part in variety trials for a range of 
crops, including summer and fall 
cabbage, cauliŀower, sweet peppers, 
summer broccoli and onions. “It’s 
important for us to be doing variety 
trials in Iowa because our growing 
conditions here are different from the 
places where most of the plant breeding 
is happening for horticultural crops,” 
Alice says. “Things that do well other 
places might not perform the same 
here.”

Michael Pipho of Rooster’s Crow Farm in 
Dunkerton, Iowa, appreciates how 
participating in variety trials adds 
structure and science to evaluating 

plant performance. “It commits you to 
looking at a good experiment rather 
than going with the ŀow in the moment,ě 
he says. 

Farm-Specific Findings
The results for each farmer-researcher 
may vary, yet each one matters. Because 
growers value different characteristics 
depending on their growing systems 
and markets, what variety works best 
can be highly farm-speciĿc. Some want 
to offer their customers unique colors, 
ŀavors or shapes in their produce, while 
others select for disease resistance or 
storage life.

“Usually, we’re trying to solve a problem 
that’s really hard for vegetable farmers,” 
Alice says. “For example, broccoli 
doesn’t like Iowa heat or Iowa cold, so 
learning what broccoli variety procures 
a marketable yield and actually works 
really helps my farm.”

Michael appreciates how variety trials 
help him ground-truth whether varieties 
that work well for others are suitable for 
his farm. “My system has different soil 
conditions, and I use no-till practices,” 
he says. “So sometimes that has an 
effect on the varieties I choose.”

The pepper variety trial is one that 
stands out for Michael. At his farm, 
peppers are a specialty, with Carmen a 
long-time staple variety. However, seed 
prices for Carmen have risen, and 
Michael Ŀnds the seeds are sometimes 
hard to get. In doing the trial, conducted 
in 2024, his goal was to Ŀnd a 
replacement variety. By the end of it, 
Michael was pleased with the peppers 
he tested. “With Corno di Torro, I found 

a pepper variety that I want to continue 
growing as a complement to Carmen 
peppers,” he says. “They produce for 
longer, so they extended my pepper 
season.”

Because external factors can further 
complicate decision-making, variety 
trials can also help reduce the risks and 
barriers associated with making a 
change that could be beneĿcial. For 
instance, seeds for a longtime favorite 
variety may suddenly skyrocket in price. 
Varieties that were once uncommon, 
and thus might sell for more, may 
become widely available, decreasing 
their proĿt potential. More rarely, a 
variety may be unavailable from any 
source at any price due to a crop failure 
or disease infestation. 

“I often wonder if I’m growing the best 
variety of everything I grow and if there 
are new varieties out there that I should 
try. Am I just growing the same varieties 
because I’m in a rut or out of habit?” Jill 
says. “Variety trials are a bit of an 
encouragement to pay attention to what 
else is out there.”

And in a world of inĿnite choice, having 
the support, collaboration and science 
to clarify decisions is priceless. 

“Variety trials are a bit 
of an encouragement to 

pay attention to what 
else is out there.”   - Jill Beebout

practicalfarmers.org/summer-
lettuce-variety-trial 

practicalfarmers.org/summer-
lettuce-variety-trial-2

practicalfarmers.org/sweet-
pepper-variety-trial 

practicalfarmers.org/summer-
broccoli-variety-trial 

Learn More
Read the results of the lettuce, broccoli 

Or search for other vegetable variety trial 
results at practicalfarmers.org/research.
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MEMBER BOOK REVIEW

Review of Eric Lee-Mäder’s 
“The Milkweed Lands”

My pictorial memory was 
awakened while reading Eric 
Lee-Mäder’s book, “The Milkweed 

Lands: An Epic Story of One Plant, Its 

Nature and Ecology.” His description of 

the Upper Mississippi River Valley jogged 

my memories of playing in muddy creeks 

and wetlands as a kid while running 

through the pastures in the Driftless 

Region of Iowa. And as a teenager, I ran 

along back roads three different 

summers from Maine to Iowa, Oregon to 

Iowa and California to Iowa. 

Eric’s description of ditches in our 

country and the ecosystems they hold 

rings true. While thumping the 

pavement at age 14, my mind would 

wander and think about those living in 

them. A ditch was always on my right, 

and I was able to experience the 

vegetation close up, rather than buzzing 

by in a car. When I rode in the Register’s 

Annual Great Bicycle Ride Across Iowa, 

I’d slow down and actually look at the 

Earth around us. 

Along the RAGBRAI route, the nonproĿt 

Milkweed Matters handed out seed balls 

for riders to throw in the ditches as they 

went. I loved this as a participant, and I 

also love that everyone can help plant 

milkweed in our ditches. Unfortunately, 

ditches are difĿcult habitats for 

milkweed to thrive, with mowing and 

spraying happening almost everywhere. 

In “The Milkweed Lands,” published in 

2023, Eric Lee-Mäder brings to life 

stories of this plant family and its 

ecological signiĿcance, with captivating 

illustrations by Beverly Duncan – each 

one more beautiful than the next. As 

those who attended PFI’s 2025 Annual 

Conference recall, Eric was our keynote 

speaker. In his talk, he empowered us to 

remember the signiĿcance of various 

species, and the importance of creating 

space for them – especially milkweed. I 

left his talk inspired, and wondering how 

many fence rows we could plant with 

companion plants that would encourage 

more wildlife on our certiĿed organic 

farm. How enough will never be enough. 

Milkweed is a group of perennial 

ŀowering plants native to regions across 

the U.S. and Canada. It has many 

forgotten names and beneĿts, ranging 

from medicinal and Ŀber to habitat for 

beneĿcial insects. Some of these things I 

knew, but many I did not. For instance, I 

did not realize the vast array of milkweed 

varieties that exist in nature. It was 

overwhelming at times learning about 

them all. When you live in one 

topography for almost your entire life, 

you really only learn what you see. Travel 

humbles you in many ways; for me it’s 

always the landscape and species of ŀora 

that I’m not familiar with. 

In the book, Eric explores how so much 

of our culture was dictated by actions 

and expectations for us to get rid of 

weeds. This push led to a 60% decline in 

the population of milkweed. In just a few 

years, we ruined generations of 

ecosystems. Now, with a resurgence of 

interest in protecting our pollinators, 

many people seem to be more aware of 

the implications of getting rid of every 

“weed.” I like to think a practical farmer 

understands this.  

Reading this book, I learned how 

important Swamp Milkweed is to the 

monarch butterŀy. This variety is found 

in the 

Upper 

Mississippi 

River Valley and is 

what most readers who live east of 

Interstate 35 are used to seeing. A 2018 

Iowa State University research study 

showed that when given a choice, 

monarchs prefer the Swamp Milkweed 

for laying their eggs. Many of us can help 

these milkweeds proliferate near our 

farm ponds, waterways and creek beds. 

When I started reading, I imagined I’d 

Ŀnd a book full of jargon and scientiĿc 

facts. Instead, I left thinking about the 

many ways I can incorporate milkweed 

habitats on our farmland, and if we’re 

doing enough. The book is a beautiful 

anthology of how important milkweed is 

to our ecosystem, our culture and our 

communities. This is a great book to 

read at the start of spring and the 

growing season, as it challenges us to 

think about what plants are there and 

how to make our landscapes better. I 

hope all readers will enjoy “The 

Milkweed Lands” as much as I did. 

Ellen Walsh-Rosmann 
farms with her husband, 
Daniel Rosmann, their two 
children and Daniel’s 
family near Harlan, Iowa. 
Ellen and Daniel also raise 
hens and sell the eggs to 
restaurants and grocery 
stores in Omaha and Des 
Moines. Ellen is passionate 
about the food system, revitalizing rural America 
and food justice work. She founded, owned and 
operated FarmTable Procurement and Delivery, a 
local food hub. She and Daniel also own Milk and 
Honey, a farm-to-table restaurant in Harlan that 
serves meat and eggs from their farm, as well as 
vegetables and dairy from local producers.

By Ellen Walsh-RosmannBy Ellen Walsh-Rosmann
































