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Come fall in Kansas, birds cover power lines, here just west of The Land Institute. In summer, blackbirds pried 
their way into mesh bags meant to protect the seed of perennial sorghum plants. To learn how that was addressed, 
and how another pest, aphids, provided opportunity in breeding the new crop, see page 5. Scott Bontz photo.



4    land report

A sorghum meeting held at The Land Institute included, from left, Bantte Kassahun, from Jimma University in 
Ethiopia; Ethiopian-American Hailu Wordofa, from the US Agency for International Development in Washington, 
DC; and Nemera Shargie, from the Agricultural Research Council in Potchefstroom, South Africa. Others came 
from Kenya, Mali, India, Georgia (USA), and Kansas State University. Scott Bontz photo.
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Land Institute shorts

World collaborators gather

Two August meetings each drew about a 

dozen researchers from across the country to 

collaborate with us, and a September confer-

ence gathered more than a dozen, most from 

Africa and India. This last meeting was for 

sorghum, both perennial and more drought-

tolerant annual varieties. The annual event 

until now has been held in Africa. 

The first meeting in August was for 

silphium, a perennial oilseed crop in the 

making, and brought researchers from North 

Dakota, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Argentina, 

and elsewhere in Kansas. The next meet-

ing was about benefits and ways of growing 

more than one species in a grain field. All 

of our crop researchers played a part, as did 

three soil life specialists from University 

of Kansas and Allison Miller, who, at Saint 

Louis University and Missouri Botanical 

Garden, is assembling a list of candidate 

species from around the world.

From adversity with sorghum

About 430 hybrid sorghum plants survived 

winter and shot up in May from under-

ground stems called rhizomes. One group 

seeded in 2016 emerged late and was over-

whelmed by the yellow sugarcane aphid, a 

southern pest that breached central Kansas 

last year. A few plants survived, perhaps 

with aphid tolerance. “This is a golden op-

portunity for us to select for resistance,” 

researcher Stan Cox said. 

Survivors were moved from different 

plots to one, for breeding. Cox said many 

looked more like crop plants than did their 

wild progenitors: shorter, seed heads tight-

er, stalks thicker, branches fewer. In June 

he and his crew bred them with annual crop 

sorghum and with one another. Weather 

was good, and allowed far more pollinations 

than in any year before. Seed set. Then came 

the birds.

Before, birds had been kept from grain 

by mesh bags over seed heads. This year 

red-winged blackbirds pried pencil-thick 

gaps in the mesh to get at grain. Paper bags 

kept them out, but trapped air and mois-

ture, which nurtured mold. Trial brought 

this solution: staple only one side of the bag 

base and rip the other side halfway up for 

air flow. The birds didn’t think or want to 

work their way under the bags. 

Press and presentations

Among “American Food Heroes” featured 

in the September/October issue of Eating 

Well magazine was The Land Institute’s Lee 

DeHaan, who is developing intermediate 

wheatgrass as a perennial grain crop. The 

October 30 issue of The Nation published 

a long story about wheatgrass and turning 

it into food products as Kernza, our regis-

tered trademark. Land Institute staff mem-

bers made presentations in Colorado and 

Minnesota.
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Farming with horses keeps farm acreage relatively small, increasing the ratio of eyes to acres. The animals and their 
gear demand cultural knowledge. And travel by horse keeps people rooted in place. Scott Bontz photo.
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Davids versus Goliath
We need not a hero, but a constituency, and not just technology, but Amish scale

jacob miller

E
arly evening, July 20, Holmes 

County, Ohio, otherwise known 

as Amish country: Joan and Wes 

Jackson – my grandpa – and I be-

gan a journey featuring friendship coupled 

with a question: What mix of culture and 

technology will be required of us to correct 

the problems of soil erosion, fossil fuel de-

pendency, chemical contamination of land 

and water, the decline of agrarian culture, 

and the problem that sums all of this best, 

climate change?

The friendship part began with a 

cookout of freshly caught fish and grass-fed 

steak at the home of Michael and Martha 

Kline. They were raised Amish but left. 

They own tractors, cars, smartphones, and 

a computer. They operate in the business 

world. Martha manages their rental cabins 

and Michael works in dairy as a part of 

Organic Valley, a farmer’s cooperative. They 

raise organic beef, broilers, and turkeys. 

They don’t seem “modern,” in the sense 

that they engage with one another without 

glancing at screens. Our time together 

reminded me of my family cookouts when 

I was young, because my family too had 

meals where we only ate what we raised 

and produced on our own. Therefore, 

though the general society would consider 

their family lineage abnormal, to me it 

seemed normal. Michael and Martha are not 

Amish, but the residual traces solidify their 

agrarian way, and relationships to Amish 

friends and relatives remain intact.

The next day we visit the homestead 

and farm of Michael’s parents, David and 

Elsie. David speaks as he writes, in short 

sentences sprinkled with comments about 

the local milkweed, temperature, rainfall, 

church members, relatives, and food. Elsie 

is extremely well-read, an excellent cook, 

and keeps David in line by correcting his 

memory. As an Amish woman, she says she 

is fed up with being the subject of sociologi-

cal study. David has an 1830s log cabin for 

an office, where stacks of books become 

walls.

We drove through small communities 

with names like Charm, Becks Mills, 

Saltillo, Mechanic Township, and Walnut 

Creek. We saw old friends of Wes and the 

Klines. We visited the steep hill farm of the 

late Monroe Miller, a place well remem-

bered by Wes. He visited 33 years ago with 

his son, Scott, Wendell Berry and his son, 

Den, and Maury Telleen, founder of The 

Draft Horse Journal. Monroe’s hill farm was 

diverse, and he planted on the contour. He 

carried dirt from the bottom of the hill back 

up to the top. We met Monroe’s son, Kevin, 

an alert, middle-aged man whose shirt was 

soaked with sweat not even halfway into 

the day. Kevin continued farming where his 

father left off. For years Kevin has toiled 

in the heat, and not in the comfort of an 

air-conditioned cab.

We had dinner Friday evening with 
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The Adam Joseph Lewis Center at Oberlin College in Ohio captures more energy than it uses, and purifies all of its 
wastewater, in part with a wetland planted to native species. Jennifer Manna photo.
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Tim and Katie Kline. Tim is David and 

Elsie’s oldest son, and he met Katie when 

he lived in Kansas. They moved back to 

live closer to David and Elsie. They are 

full of energy, have a large and well-kept 

garden, a pond for their kids, and wake 

up at 4 a.m. every day to milk their cows. 

The tenant who originally rented out their 

land sold it to them because he liked how 

they farmed. I rode the seven miles in horse 

and buggy with Maggie, daughter of David 

and Elsie, and with Maggie’s husband, also 

named David. As we bounced around the 

buggy, we discussed language, cultural 

differences, education, their horses, and 

game seven of the 2017 NBA finals. David is 

a LeBron James fan (of course, we were in 

Ohio) and used to play basketball himself. 

His team even beat a local college team. 

Basketball and volleyball are the most 

popular sports for Amish. We arrived 

later than Wes and Joan, who drove, but 

I didn’t lose out on good conversation, a 

sentiment I typically feel when I’m running 

late travelling by car. I didn’t need to rush 

to conversation when I had it in the buggy, 

so what was the point of taking the car? In 

hindsight, I see the appeal of a horse and 

buggy way of life.

Late Saturday afternoon we traveled, 

64 miles north of Berlin, in Holmes County, 

to Oberlin, where we spent the evening 

with Oberlin College environmental studies 

professor David Orr and his wife, Elaine. 

We talked about basketball, a topic that 

I love and usually instigate, as well as 

president number 45, including when he 

will go, and current ecological catastrophes. 

For two nights we stayed at The Hotel at 

Oberlin, the first in the nation to incorpo-

rate solar, geothermal, and radiant heating 

and cooling. Its website claims it is one of 

the most environmentally sustainable hotels 

in the world. 

On Sunday David graciously showed 

us around. He told us about The Oberlin 

Project, which aims to make the town 

and college carbon neutral by 2050, while 

fostering the community and agricultural 

economies. From the looks of Oberlin and 

the accompanying slew of statistics, David 

and his associates have done a remarkable 

job. The first step of the project was the col-

lege’s Adam Joseph Lewis Center, built in 

1996. It captures more energy than it uses, 

purifies all of its wastewater, and is the first 

college building in the United States pow-

ered entirely by sunlight. The Department 

of Energy calls it “One of 30 Milestone 

Buildings in the 20th Century.” David sees it 

as “a laboratory in sustainability that trains 

some of the nation’s brightest and most 

dedicated students for careers in solving 

environmental problems.” In David’s office 

in the Lewis Center, the walls strain with 

stacks of books.

The Oberlin way addresses our prob-

lems through buildings and recent technol-

ogy, clearly different from the assumptions 

underlying the Amish way. Both ways offer 

sustainable solutions. Both are necessary.

David encourages sustainable develop-

ment, though with the hope of growth, 

given that he wants the new hotel and hous-

ing to bring in more young entrepreneurs 

from Cleveland. More people means more 

cars, restaurants, housing, solar panels, and 

so on, most of which require more money 

and maintenance. 

And more questions. None are hostile. 

But what happens when the money from the 

growth economy runs out? What happens 

if Oberlin grows to over 10,000, 12,000, 

or over capacity, whatever the number? 

What if Cleveland swallows Oberlin? Will 

the added people share the same cultural 

capacity to buy into the carbon-neutral 

system? How are limits imposed? Where do 
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you shun obstreperous Oberlinians? How 

does the city maintain its borders without 

cutting corners or becoming a gated com-

munity? How much can one tinker with the 

terms sustainable and carbon neutral? Any 

seasoned pragmatist surely has answers to 

these questions, but most seem to rely on 

“more.” Does the broader culture have time 

for more? Should the larger society consult 

Oberlin as the model for their efforts, or 

will the model writ large simply lead to 

more consumption masked as sustainability? 

The Amish recognize climate change, but 

prefer to talk about their crops, chickens, 

and dairy cows. As a result, it is not out of 

their way to engage in solutions to ecologi-

cal catastrophe. Because their culture is a 

solution.

David Orr is a smart man who cer-

tainly knows more than I. My questions do 

not suggest he is wrong, or even that cities 

shouldn’t strive to operate as Oberlin does. 

But can we assume an America sprinkled 

with several cities like Oberlin will be suf-

ficient without also a place-based, radical 

movement back to small communities built 

around small farms? I say no, and I think 

David would agree. Not all cities aspiring to 

be like Oberlin hold the same capacity for 

change, because Oberlin’s history, of being 

a leader in social justice, and its geography, 

being close to Cleveland and Lake Erie, 

makes it unique. But I think most small 

towns could come to learn to operate like 

the Amish do, because that’s how their 

predecessors worked.

Both Davids signed their latest books 

for me – Orr’s “Dangerous Years” and 

Kline’s “The Round of a Country Year.” 

Two of my trip highlights. For the most 

part David Orr provides a thorough “Ain’t 

it (climate change) awful?” whereas David 

Kline’s focus is “Ain’t it (life) great?” I 

recommend reading both. Orr provides a 

comprehensive, fact-stuffed, seat-of-your-

pants eye-opener about the impending 

doom humanity hath brought, topped 

off with dashes of hope. Kline nurtures 

Hemingway-esque syntax that observes the 

natural, Edenic beauty of Holmes County. 

I went into the trip with sharp 

“culture versus technology” delineations, 

but returned blurred. It’s not fair to 

dichotomize Kline as cultural and Orr as 

technological, even though I’ve already done 

so for the sake of comparison. The Amish 

have not been impervious to the flood of 

technology. Cell phones are permissible for 

business, though their use is discouraged in 

the home. Tractor implements are adapted 

for a team of horses or mules. A fore cart 

with a 38-horsepower engine can connect  

to almost any piece of farm equipment  

– swather, baler, manure spreader, etc. It 

is essentially a small tractor except that it 

relies on two to four horses or mules for 

traction. To an outsider it seems easier to 

use a small tractor. However, the team can-

not work thousands of acres without tiring, 

so the farmer is forced to keep his acreage 

small, where the “eyes-to-acres ratio,” to 

use Wes’s words, is appropriate. The size 

determines the scale. The same holds true 

for travel by horse and buggy. Tim Kline 

told us that the most important utility of 

horses and mules is keeping Amish from 

traveling too far and too fast, rooting them 

in place. With the horse there is little “grass 

is greener” mentality or want to escape to 

a big mall, movie theater, or game in a city, 

all of which offer false promises of a happier 

life. The horse helps create an attitude 

described by 19th century Austrian Novelist 

Marie von Ebner: “To be content with a 

little is difficult; to be content with a lot is 

impossible.” With cultural restraint comes 

an elegant frugality. 
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When we were with the Klines on 

Saturday, we strolled around Mount Hope, 

a small town, where we saw people at 

auctions, buying from produce stands, 

shopping at stores selling Amish-made 

goods, leaning against the general store’s 

wood posts, and best of all, talking with 

one another. As in looking each other in 

the eye and not pulling out a square block 

every minute during conversation lulls. 

Mount Hope gave me hope because it 

reminded me of a scene out of a Wendell 

Berry novel. On Sunday, there was a similar 

sense of community as Oberlinians flocked 

to Shakespeare in the Park, but with eyes 

glued to smartphones. 

Here’s my Shakespearean aside. My 

biggest fear for the future of my generation 

is smartphones. They are pervasive, ad-

dicting, and culturally destructive. In his 

book “Irresistible: The Rise of Addictive 

Technology and the Business of Keeping Us 

Hooked,” Adam Alter lays out humanity’s 

terrifying addiction to smartphones, a fact 

that The Atlantic of August 25, 2017, says is 

leading to decreased empathy levels and 

increased rates of depression and suicide. 

On average, Millennials check their smart-

phones 160 times per day and spend six to 

eight hours online. Smartphones perpetuate 

narcissism, disconnected connection, and 

fake news, and make it easier to ignore 

the other and never be in the moment. The 

Kline family told us that even among the 

Amish there are teenagers who can operate 

a phone but not harness a team, which is 

abnormal for most Amish teens.

Before the Biblical David fights 

Goliath, Saul arms him with the best war 

technology of the time – a brass helmet, a 

coat of mail, and Saul’s sword. But David 

tells Saul he “cannot go with these,” sheds 

them for five stones, and promptly slays 

the Philistine. Wes spoke on David and 

Goliath during the 2013 Prairie Festival. He 

posited whether this underdog story serves 

as an appropriate analogy for ecological 

transformation, and ultimately concluded 

no. He said the metaphor breaks down 

because we’re not facing one monstrous hu-

man, but the monstrosities of many humans. 

Indeed, we don’t need a David, a lone 

ranger who singlehandedly saves the town 

with a silver bullet. As Wes stressed, ecol-

ogy has no silver bullet to offer. We need 

millions of Davids, a constituency, to slay 

the extractive Philistine we’ve beckoned. 

The constituency must take a transformative 

worldview, one seen through the eyes of 

horses and mules.

But how to get there? Maybe we can 

glean a valuable insight by returning to our 

dinner with Michael and Martha. After din-

ner their son, Jackson, “vroomed” his toy 

combine over dirt, grass, and around trees. 

When his mother asked him to pick tea 

leaves, he did, with combine in one hand 

and clippers in the other. Upon returning 

from his mission, he looked at each hand, 

dropped the combine, and intently studied 

the leaves with both hands. The leaves 

provided a fascination that the combine 

could not. To get to a draft-animal economy 

is a long road ahead, but perhaps we can 

start our journey by trading in our armor for 

stones, and dropping the combine to study 

the leaves.

Miller graduated this spring from Bethel College in 
North Newton, Kansas, and this summer worked at 
The Land Institute to advance ecosphere studies. He 
is working on a master’s degree in communications 
study at Kansas State University.
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Ethos, pathos,
logos, wholeness

The old art of persuasion as new
conversation with the ecosphere

colene lind

L
and Report editor Scott Bontz recently 

asked me, “Do you like to write?” Anyone 

who writes regularly can sense the 

troubles evoked by this innocent interro-

gation. First, there’s a question of definition: what 

does he mean by like? Does he mean enjoy? I enjoy 

writing when the muse is close or passions burn 

hot or the argument seems brutally clear. But often 

I must force myself to stay in the chair. Even when 

writing seems pleasant, I always feel relief when 

the essay, email, or report is finished. How can I 

say that I like writing? Wouldn’t it be more accurate 

to say that I like the ends, but not the means, of 

writing? 

Then there are the more existential entail-

ments of writing, including the potential for mis-

understanding, rejection, offense taken and given, 

criticism, or even charges of falsehood or fraud. 

Ultimately all writing reveals its author in some 

way. In a sense, anyone who writes lives the unset-

tling dream in which one forgets to dress before 

leaving the house, realizing that one is naked only 

upon arriving at work. What kind of a person 

would admit to liking this? 
Scott’s query brought all these and other con-

cerns to my mind. For questions do many things, 

but most importantly they make us vulnerable, and 

it is only in vulnerability that we might learn anew. 
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Scientific abbreviations, charts of time and quantity, 
cartoons of plants, the spoken word – English with 
Spanish flavor – eye contact, furrowed brow, hand 
gesture: a nuanced understanding presents all commu-
nication as rhetoric. In recent ecological thinking this 
might include what is represented by the whole, wild, 
nonhuman world. Human communicators presented 

here are, from left, Land Institute legume breeder 
Brandon Schlautman; Valentine Picasso, a longtime 
institute collaborator from Uruguay who now works 
with perennial grains at the University of Wisconsin; 
and Damian Ravetta, visiting from Argentina to help 
with one of the institute’s perennial crops, silphium. 
Photos by Scott Bontz. 
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In my career as a rhetorical scholar 

who teaches writing, speaking, and criti-

cism, I ponder the rhetorical force of ques-

tions. By rhetorical force, I mean how ques-

tions influence audiences within particular 

contexts. Thanks to my participation in The 

Land Institute’s ecosphere studies confer-

ence this summer, I am now also grappling 

with the place and purpose of rhetoric in 

what Wes Jackson calls a new cosmology. I 

previously suspected, though never seriously 

considered, how public talk about sustain-

ability might be masking our true problem, 

namely human hubris and its unwillingness 

to accept our interconnectedness with the 

earth. As professor Walter Burkert puts it, 

“the ‘environmental’ perspective remains 

anthropocentric, nay egocentric: nature envi-

rons us but we remain at the center.” 

In response to this dilemma, ecosphere 

studies offers an amelioration through a new 

definition of life itself. It would be impos-

sible and ill advised for me to detail here 

the philosophy underlying this worldview. 

Suffice to say that I am now asked to recon-

sider this thing called rhetoric. Among my 

scholarly colleagues, rhetoric is understood 

to be central to our pursuit of the common 

good. But how can rhetoric help achieve this 

when “common” includes not just the wel-

fare of humanity but the entire ecosphere? 

And what good is this thing if only humans 

are rhetorically adept? 

What follows is my ongoing attempt to 

answer such questions. I suspect that when 

introduced to ecosphere studies, others may 

be vexed by similar concerns about what 

they hold dear. And in the process of my in-

quiry, I have come to realize that mostly we 

have been asking the wrong questions about 

communication and the environment. So 

please follow along, dear reader. I hope you 

learn some things about queries, rhetoric, 

and our common future.

Rhetoric and the natural environment 

have long captured human attention. 

About three hundred years before the com-

mon era, Aristotle wrote “Rhetoric,” which 

still serves as the foundation for classical ap-

proaches to persuasion. At about the same 

time, he described Greece’s deforestation 

and soil erosion. Two millennia later, in an 

example of the rhetorical calculations we 

make daily, Rachel Carson strove to keep her 

breast cancer diagnosis private before the 

publication of “Silent Spring.” She thought 

antagonists might use the illness against her, 

discrediting her arguments about indiscrim-

inate pesticide application as personal ven-

detta. As Aristotle encouraged his students 

to do, Carson considered her ethos, her 

credibility with her audience, as she sought 

to use all available means of persuasion. 

It is ironic that Carson, a science 

writer, and the publication of her book are 

widely accepted as the beginning of the 

modern environmental movement, the fail-

ure of which is often attributed to poor com-

munication. Some fault environmental orga-

nizations for too much public relations and 

not enough of the product advertising that 

made Madison Avenue wildly successful. 

Others point to the movement’s penchant 

for religiously inflected discourse, approach-

ing nature with reverence and devotion, but 

limiting effectiveness in the secular, civic 

domain. Still others blame an overreliance 

on fear appeals, which psychologists con-

tend have limited utility.  Too much gloom 

and doom, they argue, can lead to anxiety, 

guilt, and paralysis.

But a quick scan of public discourse 

reveals that others are just as convinced that 

the environmental movement has failed not 

because it is rhetorically maladroit, but be-

cause it fails to take up the call to arms. As 

linguist and philosopher George Lakoff sum-

marizes, “Folks trained in public policy, sci-
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ence, economics, and law are often given the 

old, false view. As a result, they may believe 

that if you just tell people the facts, they will 

reason to the right conclusion.”

Overall, critics charge environmental-

ism with either a) failing to fully heed the 

rhetorical dimensions of communication, 

or b) not using rhetoric effectively to win 

hearts and mind. But these positions are 

different ends of the same worm: both pre-

sume that rhetoric is a tool that humans use 

to achieve their intentional, strategic ends. 

Those who call for savvier rhetorical efforts 

generally see rhetoric as a potent force for 

good, while those crying out for the facts 

suspect rhetoric does more harm than help. 

Students of classical rhetoric will recognize 

this debate, for Plato discounted rhetoric 

as an unseemly necessity at best – only a 

handmaiden of the pursuit of truth through 

dialectic. His student Aristotle, on the other 

hand, was much more sympathetic to the 

value of rhetoric and the first to clearly iden-

tify it as a morally neutral art that could be 

used for good or ill.

Despite their differences, supporters 

and detractors implicitly agree on rhetoric’s 

essence and ultimate purpose. We can imag-

ine either side declaiming thusly: “We need 

rhetoric to put forth the best arguments and 

strongest evidence and most compelling 

emotional appeals so that the facts of our 

environmental crisis make sense and move 

others to action. We need rhetoric to save 

the planet.” In the same spirit, Scott posed 

to me this rhetorical question: “Ecosphere 

studies needs rhetoric, doesn’t it?” Don’t we?

At the time that he asked, I wasn’t so 

sure. I had spent three days reading and 

listening to very smart folks argue that the 

world is not composed of objects and sub-

jects, but of processes. For example, while I 

perceive the maple tree outside my window 

as an object distinct from myself, me and 

tree are the result of a long and complicated 

series of mutually influential events – respi-

ration and photosynthesis being two obvi-

ous examples. Less obvious but equally so, 

the limestone on which the tree sits, hidden 

by just a few inches of topsoil, is composed 

of relational events, right down to its hum-

ming quarks. The tree, I, and limestone 

emerged from a complexity of occurrences 

that have happened and are ongoing. It is 

therefore ultimately impossible to say where 

the tree stops and rock starts. 

Thinking about life this way turns 

“rhetoric as tool” into nonsense because 

it upends the distinction between speaker 

and audience, symbol and referent, truth 

from its telling, and knowing from knower. 

Those attuned to academic debates on such 

matters will recognize this deconstruction 

as nothing new. But for the first time, I was 

confronted with a philosophy that wiped 

away subject-object dualism and was based 

on systematic observations of the material 

world. And unlike the naivetes of post-

structuralism, process philosophy is built 

on something real: our interconnectedness. 

Thanks to science – from the observations of 

Charles Darwin and the field of evolutionary 

biology to Albert Einstein’s mind-bending 

propositions and their refinement by quan-

tum physicists – our anthropocentric under-

standing of existence no longer abides. 

Plus I had the rhetoric of Wes Jackson 

ringing in my ears. As he said this sum-

mer and likely has said a hundred times 

before and since, the earth does not need 

us. In other words, whether human life is 

sustained in the ecosphere is immaterial to 

the existence of the system. Either way, the 

ecosphere will find equilibrium. Traditional 

environmental appeals ask audiences to take 

responsibility for their personal actions and 

the resulting effects on the environment. 

That’s why the polar bears need us to turn 
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What can be said by one word and an assemblage of rusting farm implements on a rural road? And what by the 
road’s mined gravel, the drying annual crops, the green perennial trees, and the mid-Kansas clouds?

off the lights when we leave the room. But as 

Andrew Pilsch, rhetoric scholar and author 

of “Transhumanism,” asks, “Given the scale 

at which the climate is being destroyed by 

consumer culture, how does remembering 

to turn off the light in the bathroom help?” 

It only makes sense inside our distorted, 

human-centered thinking. As media and 

communications scholar Joanna Zylinska 

suggests, “The anthropocene can therefore 

perhaps be seen as articulating, alongside 

the ecological disasters, this crisis of critical 

thinking.”

Of course, the polar bears and all other 

species must deal with our outsized effect 

within the ecosphere. But ecosphere studies 

asks us to recognize that we are constrained 

by the system, too, and ultimately are just 

as vulnerable as the polar bear floating on 

a small patch of melting ice. To paraphrase 

Jackson again, we have to unlearn every-

thing we thought we knew. 

Most of us know what we think we 

know about rhetoric thanks to school-

ing, where students encounter rhetoric in 
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skills-based courses such as expository 

writing or public speaking. Social experi-

ence teaches us how to think and behave as 

rhetorical beings, but formal education al-

lows us to reflect on the choices we make as 

we seek to persuade and influence others. In 

Western culture the earliest teachers of rhet-

oric were the Greek sophists, who were paid 

to travel from city-state to city-state, train-

ing pupils in the oratorical skills of legal de-

fense. In the United States, rhetoric as aca-

demic discipline went through a divorce at 

the beginning of the century. Consequently, 

one can today take rhetoric courses in either 

English or communication departments, 

with the former emphasizing writing and 

the later teaching public speaking. 

Rhetorical scholars research the theory 

and criticism of symbolic communication, 

but their existence primarily is justified 

through teaching. By presenting itself as an 

applied art necessary for full participation in 

professional, civic, and political affairs, rhet-

oric has mostly maintained itself in liberal 

arts as well as trade, technical, science, and 

engineering curricula. To be clear, rhetoric 

as discipline hardly thrives compared to 

the sciences. But because our culture views 

rhetoric as a tool necessary for success in 

contemporary society, it has mostly main-

tained its small corner within the academe. 

While scholars certainly understand rhetoric 

as something more than a tool, the common 

perception is maintained at least in part as 

an act of self-preservation. 

A more nuanced understanding 

presents rhetoric as a quality that all com-

munication possesses in greater or lesser 

amounts. Rhetorical educators Roderick P. 

Hart and Suzanne Daughton suggest that 

rather than looking for rhetoric as an inde-

pendent object, all communication must be 

examined for it rhetorical potential. A Coca-

Cola commercial, for example, more obvi-

ously contains rhetorical features (“Drink 

diet Coke!”) than does the company’s sup-

port for a childhood obesity-prevention cur-

riculum that emphasizes exercise over nutri-

tion. Indeed, rhetoric’s attempt to hide itself 

in the second example makes it all the more 

important that we take notice. But here, too, 

rhetoric maintains its status as tool, for this 

perspective suggests that if we are not care-

ful others will use rhetoric against us. 

Nevertheless, in ecosphere studies 

rhetoric cannot start or end as tool. This 

perspective is incoherent with the ecosphere 
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perspective, and supports the old mythol-

ogy of human prowess to solve any prob-

lem through ingenuity. Most profoundly, 

ecosphere studies demonstrates that it is 

wrongheaded to speak of using rhetoric or 

any other human tool to save the planet. We 

must find a different way to think and talk 

about rhetoric in the ecosphere. 

Fortunately, many people are thinking 

about rhetoric anew, in an ecological 

context. Some work to reformulate rhe-

torical communication in light of growing 

evidence that other species – not just hu-

mans – are capable of communicating via 

symbols. Others ask how we might listen 

to watersheds, mountains, or grasslands as 

equal participants in public deliberations on 

environmental policy. Still others respond 

to questions prompted by artificial intel-

ligence, robots, and cyborg technologies. 

Chatbots such as Apple’s Siri and Amazon’s 

Echo have moved such speculations squarely 

into the realm of the real: what are the 

rhetorical dimensions of human-machine 

communication? Science communication 

scholar Steven B. Katz collects this diverse 

and growing field under the title New 

Materialism. It considers a world in which 

the human physical body is not the only site 

of meaning. I see promise in many of these 

approaches. Rather than detailing each, I 

here briefly review one, Casey Boyle’s refor-

mulation of rhetorical practice.

Working from an ecological perspec-

tive, Boyle demonstrates that current 

rhetorical instruction emphasizes critical 

self-reflection so that students might gain a 

sense of their own power to persuade, influ-

ence, and effect change. It is a laudable goal 

in a world that seeks to silence contrarian, 

socially marginalized voices. Unfortunately, 

Boyle continues, “rhetoric in this vein ulti-

mately reinforces … developing one’s ability 

to articulate decisions through increasing 

an individual’s agency.” What we need in-

stead, Boyle argues, is a way to understand 

rhetoric as interaction, with cognition dis-

tributed throughout the system rather than 

centered in the reflective, subjective, human 

self. Therefore, a truly ecological practice of 

rhetoric would emphasize capacity in place of 

personal power. 

Boyle offers two metaphors to clarify 

what a capacity-developing rhetorical prac-

tice might look like. The first is that of recip-

rocal “tuning” between humans and other 

elements in the environment as they repeat-

edly interact and respond to one another. 

The birds at my feeder, for example, have 

learned that I put out new sunflower seeds 

at about sunrise each day. Likewise, when I 

see the juncos, cardinals, and jays staged in 

the trees around my yard, I am reminded to 

fill their tray before I drink coffee. This is an 

influence for which traditional conceptions 

of rhetoric cannot well account, for it is mu-

tual (rather than me training the birds) and 

it builds systemic capacities (rather than 

getting the birds to do what I want or vice 

versa). 

A second illustration comes from Bruno 

Latour, who writes of perfumers literally 

developing their noses through repeated ex-

ercise. Via training the perfumer physically 

changes, as the ability to sense smells previ-

ously undetected emerges through practice. 

It is a lovely example of how capacity, rhe-

torical or otherwise, emerges from processes 

of interaction and interdependence. 

Beyond its comportment with an eco-

spheric perspective, rhetorical practice has 

appeal as engaged learning. Boyle reminds 

us that in ancient Greece, education took 

place in the gymnasium, with physical 

exercises integrated with routines in ora-

tion and declamation. While some of my 

students might balk at the idea of exercise, 
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they increasingly clamor for an educational 

experience of authentic engagement with 

the world. Driven by their disillusion with 

college costs and debt, and, I suspect, by 

the alienation that comes with media depen-

dence, my students rightly ask if they should 

be sitting in a classroom or out learning in 

the field. Boyle’s concept of rhetorical prac-

tice is well tuned to their sense of what an 

education should be. 

Also, in a world where partisanship 

seemingly determines what we know to be 

true about everything from global warming 

to genetic engineering, we can also appre-

ciate the moorings of Boyle’s framework. 

Rather than consulting historical epochs, 

social or economic power, or language struc-

tures as the arbiters of knowledge, rhetorical 

practice grounds knowing in an ecological 

community – which is a fancy way of say-

ing rhetorical practice consults the genius 

of the place. Classical theorists have long 

championed the concept of phronesis, which 

is practical wisdom tied to a community. A 

rhetorical practice for the ecosphere simply 

extends the community beyond civic affairs, 

grounding knowledge in what works for the 

entire web of life. 

Which isn’t to say that certainty reigns 

supreme in the ecosphere. Quite the op-

posite is true. Andrew Pilsch writes, “Deep 

ambivalence does not amount to ignoring 

the world around us; rather it is an aware-

ness that the unpredictable responses from 

the wild mandate a constant renegotiation 

of our approaches to living on the planet, a 

kind of mindfulness to the ‘footprints’ all 

life leaves in various modes of living.”  

Finally, readers might also appreciate 

the sense of liberation that I found in Boyle’s 

closing. He says that the central ethic for a 

rhetoric framed beyond the human is “to ex-

ercise the humble, open-ended claim that we 
do not yet know what a (writing) body can do; after 

which, we attempt to find out, repeatedly.” 

As others have observed, writer’s block is 

a desire to be brilliant. If we can let go of 

this desire, borne of the egocentric assump-

tion that writing is our brilliance revealed, 

wouldn’t it be much easier to stay in the 

chair? And if we have become paralyzed by 

the magnitude of environmental disaster, 

then here perhaps is a useful substitute: a 

commitment not to perfection or solving the 

crisis or even acting locally while thinking 

globally. Instead, we only need to continu-

ally exercise humble engagement within a 

system. No human heroics required. 

In her presentation at this year’s Prairie 

Festival, Severine von Tscharner Fleming 

provided a grotesque but pertinent ex-

ample of our continuing rhetorical deficit. 

Recalling her recent participation in the na-

tional FFA convention, a gathering of 60,000 

young people, she reported that the mon-

strous implications of the conference theme, 

“The Hunger Games,” were lost on almost 

everyone there. As George Lakoff has noted, 

“If you are at all sensitive to framing, ex-

amples like this jump out at you every day.” 

And yet most of time, to most people, they 

go unnoticed. 

I have argued that instead of using 

rhetoric as a way to protect ourselves from 

becoming, as von Tscharner Fleming sug-

gested, a tribute to corporate agribusiness, 

we might instead think of ourselves as em-

bedded in an ecosphere through consistent 

and repeated exercises of interaction. Only 

through such rhetorical practice might the 

capacity to notice and understand such mes-

sages emerge. We can no longer ask if we 

need rhetoric nor what is the right kind of 

rhetoric. We can only engage in practice. I 

suggest starting today. 
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Listening at The Land Institute’s Prairie Festival to how the fundamentally rural tradition of agrarianism and the 
burgeoning urban agriculture movement might put their ideas together. Photos by Scott Bontz.
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On urban agriculture and rural

agrarianism: a perennial future

fred iutzi

From a Prairie Festival talk.

W
e have just gaveled in the 

annual session of this 

movement of ours. “And 

are we yet alive, and see 

each other’s face,” as the Methodist gather-

ing hymn goes. We are here for many of the 

same reasons. We like folding chairs and 

dust. We like to listen to the gentle creaking 

of the barn as the talks unfold. We are really 

keyed up about Kernza pancakes – Prairie 

Festival speaker Amy Halloran told me the 

other day that pancakes are her national 

anthem. We want to be in a place where art, 

music, logic, rhetoric, sustainability theory, 

and agricultural praxis all meld together. 

We’ve probably all had an experience of 

Wes Jackson tugging at our heartstrings. 

But we are not all coming here exactly the 

same. Some of us are taking time away from 

the desk and some from the tractor. Some of 

us are from the Great Plains and some from 

the Corn Belt, some from the East Coast, the 

West Coast, from the South. And we have 

people here from the largest city in the US, 

and people here who have no neighbors for 

five miles, and people from everywhere in 

between. 

Close your eyes for a moment and pic-

ture what “sustainable agriculture” looks 

like to you. Your picture was not necessarily 

the same as your neighbor’s. That’s a good 

thing – it reflects a diversity of perspec-

tives and visions. We have the good fortune 

right now, in the sustainable ag movement 

at large and in this room right now, to have 

two essential visions for the future. One of 

them is fundamentally rural in origin, the 

tradition we call agrarianism. The other is 

partially to entirely urban, the urban agricul-

ture movement, and related portions of the 

local foods movement. We do a pretty good 

job at times of attending each other’s confer-

ences, reading each other’s books, and the 

like. But how often do we genuinely put our 

ideas in real conversation with one another?

Rural folks, if you closed your eyes 

and thought about sustainable agriculture, 

I’ll bet many of you thought about field 

crops – probably at least three or four in an 

extended rotation. I hope at least some of 

you imagined a perennial polyculture. You 

probably also had ruminants on pasture, and 

I’ll bet you made most of your money from 

your operations rather than from subsidies. 

How many acres did you have? I’m sure you 

didn’t need as many as your conventional 

neighbors. But land is still expensive, even 

at your scale: how does a young farmer ac-

cess it besides inheritance? Is it accessible 

at all to people from a socially or economi-

cally disadvantaged background? Are your 

customers anywhere in the picture? What is 
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your accountability to them – not just in the 

abstract, but how are you tied in? 

Urban folks, I’ll bet some of you 

pictured the kind of farming that makes 

your city a vibrant place. You’re producing 

healthy, high quality food in a food des-

ert, you’re revitalizing your neighborhood, 

bringing young and old together, and con-

necting farmers and consumers. But even 

after you eat all the vegetables that you’re 

actually supposed to, your diet is still based 

on staples like whole grains, healthy oils, 

vegetable proteins, maybe animal proteins 

too – where are your staple starch and oil 

and protein crops coming from? How were 

those crops grown? What is your relation-

ship to those farmers? For the production 

you’re doing, I’m sure you’re doing a good 

job of recycling your soil fertility, but where 

did it come from initially? How about all 

Amy Halloran, author of “The New Bread Basket” and a Prairie Festival speaker, said, “We’re a 
long line of people and plants working together to eat.”
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that compost you use – where did that come 

from? 

Don’t get me wrong, these are each 

beautiful visions. But in my experience it 

is not unusual to have beautiful visions, 

sweeping in scope relative to the physical 

and mental setting we inhabit. But these 

sweeping visions are often revealed to in fact 

be incomplete when we widen our boundar-

ies of consideration and grapple with the 

full set of biophysical feedbacks that govern 

our planet and the full set of cultural and 

economic feedbacks that govern our society. 

And incomplete often means risky. We are 

rapidly losing the luxury of risky decisions. 

We are at 410 parts per million atmospheric 

carbon dioxide, 13 tons per acre per year 

topsoil loss worldwide, and 700 people per 

100,000 incarcerated in the US. We urgently 

need to assemble a more complete vision 

from the pieces we each carry. As W. H. 

Auden said, “we must love each other or 

die.”

I come from a very rural area in the west-

ernmost part of Illinois. Illinois is a state 

with a primate city, an old geography term 

that denotes a municipality that is clearly 

unrivaled in population and economic activ-

ity. To be an Illinoisan, at least of the last 

few generations, is to be bathed in a cultural 

tension between Chicago and “downstate,” 

a tension that is often generalized into fairly 

cutting statements of principle about urban 

vs. rural, and the demerits of each. 

Last year I talked to you a little about 

my Stevenson and Lambert great-grandpar-

ents, who in the early decades of the 20th 

century were already the third and fourth 

generations of their families to farm in west-

central Illinois. They practiced what we 

would call today ecologically based systems 

of crop and livestock management. They 

grew grain and hay and marketed it “on 

the hoof,” retaining most of the carbon and 

nutrients on the farm, in the soil. In those 

days, the aughts and teens and twenties, 

marketing livestock meant marketing them 

to the city – to major urban areas where 

livestock receiving, sorting, slaughter, pack-

ing, and distribution were concentrated. 

Marketing livestock meant marketing them 

by rail. And for a farmer, marketing live-

stock often meant accompanying the animals 

on the train to the market. So it was that ru-

ral people like Dana Stevenson and Millard 

Lambert were a frequent presence in urban 

places like Chicago, as they sold cattle and 

hogs through the Union Stockyards down-

town.

As a multigenerational country boy, 

naturally I married a city girl. Some of you 

have met my wife, Melissa Calvillo, who 

grew up in the city of Chicago proper. 

(Although I will point out that she was just 

a few blocks away from the former site of 

the last surviving commercial farm within 

Chicago city limits.) Let me talk about 

Melissa’s great-grandfather for a minute. 

Joseph Calvillo was born as Jose Calvillo 

in Silao, Mexico, in 1892, and emigrated to 

the US in about 1916. He and Mary Calvillo 

made their way to Chicago via Texas, and 

went on to raise 11 children, most of whom 

are still gathering in a particular park in the 

south suburbs for a menudo and hotdog 

picnic every year.  Joseph Calvillo worked as 

a track laborer for the Rock Island Railroad, 

and as nearly as we can tell, he would have 

spent a great deal of his working time in the 

vicinity of the Union Stockyards. So it was 

that some 70 years before Melissa and I met, 

Millard Lambert and Joseph Calvillo spent 

a fair amount of time on the job within a 

mile or so of each other. We have no reason 

to think our great-grandfathers ever met, 

and even if they did, Millard Lambert spoke 

no Spanish and Joseph Calvillo spoke little 
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English. But the economic interdependence 

of these two men – and their families and 

their neighbors and their neighbor’s neigh-

bors – would have been obvious to them. No 

farm products, no railroad. No railroad, no 

agriculture of the type that was being prac-

ticed at the time. No food, no city. No city, 

no market for food. In 2017 we perhaps do a 

better job of intentionally reflecting on this 

interdependence. But we have miles to go 

before we can say we have woven that real-

ization into our lives like it once was.  

The Chicago Union Stockyards in 1926 

was a crossroads setting, the junction of 

multiple paths that people trod to carry out 

the practical matters of human existence. 

What I wonder, as Melissa and I raise 

the great-great-grandchildren of Millard 

Lambert and Joseph Calvillo, children of 

country and city, descendants of Lancashire 

and Guanajauto, is whether there is a les-

son to be had.  Now, I’m not arguing for 

rebuilding the Union Stockyards or the great 

downtown slaughterhouse complexes they 

fed – this is, after all, the place that inspired 

Upton Sinclair to write “The Jungle.” But 

what I am suggesting is that we need to find 

our own crossroads, where rural and urban 

people can meet as they go about their busi-

ness and feel a tangible connection to one 

another – to understand at a gut level that 

we are all engaged in this same basic hu-

man endeavor of growing and harvesting 

and cooking and eating. These crossroads of 

common activity, common usefulness, and 

common understanding will sometimes be 

literal, and other times be figurative. But we 

need to find them.  

I had the good fortune in my twenties to 

work at Practical Farmers of Iowa, the 

sustainable ag organization that brought 

rigorous on-farm research to Midwest US 

farming systems, among other exploits. PFI 

is stronger and more vibrant today than 

ever, but I’m still glad my time there was 

when founder Dick Thompson was still 

alive and going strong. Dick stayed close to 

home, self-published his books with a spiral 

binding, and mostly focused on being a re-

ally good farmer. But despite that modest 

rhythm of life – or more fittingly, because of 

it – he needs to be recognized as an impor-

tant agrarian voice. The most famous Dick 

Thompson line is his advice on dealing with 

neighbors: “Get along, but don’t go along.” 

I’m also partial to “You can’t buy the an-

swers in a bag.” But in some ways the most 

important one is this, lifted straight from his 

on-farm research manual, 2003 edition: “Be a 

good observer. Keep track of everything that 

happens. Record in 3¼-by-4½-inch note-

book. Keep book in zipper pocket of Liberty 

bibs.” Dick’s notebook was his totem, kept 

handy in the front pocket of his bib overalls. 

He insisted his whole farming system hinged 

on the discipline of observation and learning 

that went with it. There’s a lesson there not 

only for farming, but also for the broader en-

deavor we are discussing here. 

To Dick’s front pocket notebook, 

I want to add another pocket and an-

other voice. Some of you are familiar 

with Liz Carlisle’s recent book “Lentil 

Underground,” chronicling the journey of 

a group of “audacity rich but capital poor” 

farmers in her native Montana, forging an 

economic pathway for farming small and 

diversified in a time of big and monoculture. 

What I want to refer to now, though, is a 

paper Liz published in 2013 called “Critical 

agrarianism.” Here she documents another 

journey, the journey the agrarian tradi-

tion has taken from Locke, Jefferson, and 

Crevecoeur through Leopold, Berry, and 

Jackson. This vital thinking and writing 

and speaking has underpinned some of our 

best moments as an agricultural people. But 
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Carlisle notes that the 18th and 19th century 

starting point of the trip could be described 

with some accuracy as “old white men 

and property.” Our 20th and 21st century 

agrarian writers have often taken a broader 

perspective. But much work remains to di-

versify the faces at the table. And with the 

liberation of all people consciously before us 

as a goal, we know there are still pitfalls to 

steer around.

To help, Carlisle proposes a list of 

five of what she calls “back pocket tools,” 

or points to keep handy to ensure we are 

practicing not merely a nostalgic agrarian-

ism, but a critical agrarianism. Her first such 

point is not to fall prey to reflexively blam-

ing rural problems on the urban or urban 

problems on the rural – rather we need to 

look for opportunities to understand our so-

cial, economic, and environmental troubles 

as a shared struggle that unites us.

Point number two is to avoid confusing 

legitimate agrarian values, like producing 

a good crop or celebrating healthy forms of 

competition, with vices like productivism or 

cutthroat capitalism – these are inevitably 

corrosive to people, land, and community.

Her next point is a related acknowl-

edgement that despite the healthy agrarian 

values of self-determination and self-disci-

pline, to use Carlisle’s words now, a “just 

agrarian prosperity can never be achieved 

through individual efforts or self-sufficiency 

alone.” We will ultimately succeed or fail 

based on our ability to work together and to 

relate to one other as kinfolk. 

Fourth, she calls for us to build up 

a consciousness about the intersection of 

race and ethnicity with problems affecting 

farmers and the agricultural system. African-

American farm ownership declined 94 per-

cent from 1901 to 2000. With all our concern 

about the decline of the family farm, did we 

all truly notice that? 

Finally, we are likewise called to rec-

oncile gender equity and gender roles with 

the agrarian scenes we picture in our mind’s 

eye. To truly achieve the liberation from 

tyranny that motivated Locke and Jefferson 

requires our boundaries of social consider-

ation to far transcend theirs.  

Carlisle aptly frames this part of her 

paper by reference to Will Allen, founder of 

Growing Power in Milwaukee. Like Wendell 

Berry, Allen draws on a border states farm 

upbringing to inform a small farming opera-

tion and a large public voice on agrarianism. 

Unlike Berry, Allen is African-American and 

does his farming and vision casting in an 

urban context. While much work remains, 

Will Allen’s elevation to national stature is 

an encouraging sign.

At this point, I want to do a calibration 

check. I am confident that at least one per-

son attending Prairie Festival in recent years 

has thought at least once to him- or herself, 

what on Earth does any of this discussion of 

culture, social justice, and human relation-

ships have to do with perennial grain crops? 

Developing grain and oilseed crops that are 

perennial and suitable to grow in biodiverse, 

ecologically intensified cropping systems 

is certainly the work The Land Institute 

is best known for. And it is certainly true 

that perennializing agriculture is the only 

way humans will survive in the long run as 

an organized society, and maybe even as a 

species. So ahead of all this business about 

gender, race, and seeing eye to eye, isn’t the 

priority to save the planet?

Let me propose several answers to that. 

One is that equality, liberation, and human 

kinship are absolute moral values in them-

selves. Saving our soil and atmosphere are 

grave existential priorities. But this does not 

dismiss us from caring for our sisters and 

brothers and acting on that care. We want 

not just to exist, but to deserve to exist.
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Dulcimer player Matt Kirby and fiddler Lauralyn Bodle, part of The Land Band for the Prairie Festival’s barn 
dance. Land Institute President Fred Iutzi told festival-goers, “We want to be in a place where art, music, logic, 
rhetoric, sustainability theory, and agricultural praxis all meld together.”
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A more prosaic answer is that in order 

to understand the necessity for perennial 

grain crops as part of a long-term vision 

for a sustainable agriculture, we need to 

understand the necessity for grain crops in 

general. That answer is ultimately wrapped 

up in a nuanced understanding of the right 

relationships of urban and rural people.

Maybe most importantly, let’s consider 

the wherewithal to make good decisions. 

While perennial grain crops are a new tech-

nology, there are many other areas, such as 

basic principles of soil management, energy 

conservation and renewable energy, measur-

ing and limiting emissions, etc., where we 

have known for decades to centuries exactly 

what we need to do to achieve higher sus-

tainability  – but we have not been able to 

muster ourselves to make change. We have 

not been able to make the decision and stick 

to it.

Wisdom and love are the two key attri-

butes needed to make good decisions, in my 

book. And I want to propose that wisdom 

and love are quantitative traits of the soul, 

characteristics that are built up gradually 

over time, in the same manner that plant 

breeders build up quantitative traits like 

yield and productive lifespan in perennial 

crops. We need to cultivate these values in 

ourselves.

Alternately put, we need a new heart 

and a new spirit, a heart of stone replaced 

by a heart of flesh. A new brain might come 

in pretty handy too.

So I suggest that if we cannot access 

the clarity of each other’s visions, if we can-

not access the neighborliness of each other 

as neighbors, if we cannot form a mutual set 

of values around the building up of people, 

land, and community, then these peren-

nial crops we are carefully breeding, these 

diverse cropping systems we are carefully 

assembling, this new paradigm for agricul-

ture we are carefully articulating – none of 

these things will save us. They won’t have 

a chance to save us, because we won’t have 

the wisdom or heart to put them to work.

I have to admit that in a sense, I am 

an agronomist at heart. I work at The Land 

Institute because I’m really excited about 

perennial grain crops. And I believe that 

there is no more important work in the 

world than the work our scientists are doing 

in Salina, Kansas, or that of our collabora-

tors on five continents. There is no more 

important work than this. But there is work 

that is as important, and that work is get-

ting right with one another. It all turns, as a 

certain hillside farmer from Kentucky once 

wrote, on affection.

One more story. Five or 10 years ago I 

drove the 14 miles down the county blacktop 

to Nauvoo, Illinois to buy a book from my 

friend Estel Neff. (I say friend, but I think he 

might be my fourth cousin twice removed, 

or something like that.) We got to talking, 

and before long Estel was telling me about 

the time he and his dad showed livestock at 

the 1948 Cook County fair, held at Soldier 

Field on the lakeshore in Chicago. Estel and 

his dad loaded up a semi-truck, which was 

quite a big deal in 1948, with dairy cows, 

and set off up the US highways to Chicago. 

At this point a lot of the story involved traf-

fic in the era before freeways, punctuated 

with a hair-raising account of having to back 

up and turn around the truck and trailer 

on Lakeshore Drive, which was practically 

brand new at the time.

But eventually they arrived, found 

stalls, stanchions, and hay, and got the cows 

unloaded. Now, just because you take dairy 

cows on a 300-mile jaunt doesn’t mean you 

get out of milking duty – the cows are still 

right on schedule. One of the milkings each 

day took place after fair hours had ended. 

The fair had hired off-duty Chicago police 
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officers for security after hours. The first 

evening Estel started milking, and before 

long he looked over his shoulder and saw he 

had picked up an attentive observer: one of 

the off-duty cops. The second evening the 

audience grew to three or four cops, and by 

the third evening there was basically no se-

curity on duty, just a gaggle of police officers 

standing around watching a farm kid milk a 

cow. The reason for this level of fascination, 

of course, is that these men had never seen a 

cow milked before.

Now, hear me well: this is not one of 

those stories about city people being out of 

touch with “where food comes from” that 

we rural folks are so often tempted to tell. 

For one thing, if this story was taking place 

just 10 or 20 years earlier than it did, there 

wouldn’t have been anything to see – as re-

cently as then an arbitrary selection of blue-

collar Chicago folks would very likely have 

been versed in milking.

But here is the more important reason 

this is not one of those stories: When Estel 

described the looks on those men’s faces 

that long-ago evening by Lake Michigan, the 

look on his own face was one of reverence. 

He knew, even at age 18, that he was part of 

a moment in which scripted roles and cul-

tural bravado were stripped away, and there 

was no more city or downstate. For a mo-

ment there were simply people and animals 

and an act of sharing. That was a crossroads 

experience.

Our individual visions are incomplete. 

We need one another to complete the pic-

ture. It will not always be easy or convenient 

or comfortable to broaden our horizons 

in the way we must. But we have a lot to 

draw on. We can equip ourselves with Dick 

Thompson’s front pocket notebook and its 

accompanying challenge, “Be a good observ-

er. Keep track of everything that happens.” 

And we can keep the tenets of a critical 

agrarianism in our back pockets to remind 

us of what we seek: a future both perennial 

and just.

Let’s get to work.

Recordings
Available on CD are Land Institute President 

Fred Iutzi’s talk and presentations of all the 

other Prairie Festival speakers this year.

· On young people and farming: Jill 

Isenbarger, leader of Stone Barns Center 

for Food and Agriculture; Amy Halloran, 

author of “The New Bread Basket”; and 

Amigo Bob Cantisano, organic farming ad-

viser.

· Cathrine Sneed, founder of The Garden 

Project, which trains released inmates and 

young adults to grow food for local food 

pantries.

· The Land Institute’s Wes Jackson, with 

“Framework for the Future.”

· Taking a perennial grain to market, with 

institute researcher Lee DeHaan, farmer 

Jack Erisman, and Brianna Fiene, market 

manager for Plovgh, Inc.

· The state of ecosphere studies, with the 

institute’s Aubrey Streit Krug and Clarkson 

University philosopher Bill Vitek.

· Reports from the institute’s researchers.

· Brian Donahue, from Brandeis University, 

with “Envisioning the Future of Rural 

America.”

· Özlem Altıok and Wylie Harris on their 

lives as part-time farmers and full-time 

agrarians.

· Severine von Tscharner Fleming, who 

founded Greenhorns to recruit and support 

new farmers.

To order, call 785-823-5376. The web 

site, landinstitute.org, will have videos of 

the talks.
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Thanks to our contributors

GIFTS

These friends made donations June through September.

Mildred & Raymond Abell · Calvin Adams · Arllys & Lorado Adelmann · William H. Abell & Laura Agnew · Eileen Althouse

Amazon Smile · Angela Anderson · Anonymous · Lucinda Antrim · Archer LLC · Blythe & Hannah Ardyson · Cosette J. Armstrong 

Rebecca Armstrong · Alan Arnold · Arrow Printing Co. · Chuck & Gloria Austerberry · Kriss Avery & Jim Rothwell · Carl & 

Priscilla Awsumb · Catherine E. Badgley & Gerald R. Smith · Daniel Baffa · Julene Bair · Marian Bakken · Matthew & Erica 

Bakker · William & Terry Baldwin · Jonathan & Nancy Barker · Gill & Mark Batterman · Roger & Gretchen Batz · Wendy Bayer

Janice K. Becker & David A. Shaw · Jill Beech · Leroy & Marla Beikman · Mary Lou Bender · Carolyn & Roger Benefiel · Daniel 

R. Berg & Michelle Ong · Edward Berg · Bobbe Besold · Ms. Alison Bettin & Brian Ohm · Robert Beug · Donald Beyer · Chris & 

Mary Bieker · Harlan Bjornstad · Steven & Jane Blair · William & Dianne Blankenship · John J. Blume & Karen E. Dryden · John 

& Gretchen Blythe · Charles & Dianne Boardman · Gary Boldt · Robert & Sharon Bone · Gretchen Boyum & Pat Crepps · Ross 

Braue · Linda Bray · Sheryl Breen · Gordon Brennfoerder · Daniel Brockett · Martin & Wanda Brotherton · Chris Brown & Denise 

L. Perpich · D. Gordon Brown & Charlene K. Irvin-Brown · Dhira Brown · Robert & Janet Brown · E. Charles Brummer · Bernard 

& Cynthia Buchholz · Betty Buckingham · Jill Bunting · Michael Burnett · Chad & Laura Burns · John & Eleanor Butler · Ray Cage 

Margaret & Edmund Campion · Diane Capps · Janeine Cardin & David Ritter · Robert Carl · Jim Carlstedt · Carol L. Carpenter

Robert Lucore & Nora Carroll · Robert L. Cashman & Paulette M. Lewis · James & Marianne Cassidy · Elizabeth Cathcart-Rake

Olivia Caudill · Lorna & D. Caulkins · Cedar Valley Honey Farms · Benjamin Champion · Elizabeth & Nathaniel Chapin · Hal & 

Avril Chase · Jingyang Chen · Marty & Beth Christians · Bibie M. Chronwall · Theresa Cichocki · Randy & Janice Clark · Clifton 

Foundation Inc. · Ann Cobb · Nicholas Colloff · Cath Conlon & Mark Jennings · Mary Ellen Connelly · Brian & Ann Conner

Karen S. Cook · Anne Cowan · Kenneth Cramer · Don Crane · Tim & Sarah Crews · William & Ann Crews · Brian Crowther

Matthew D’Asaro · Kathryn Damiano · Charles Daniell · Al Davis · Andy & Linda Deckert · Darla & John Deeds · Alice Jo & 

Stanley DeFries · Roger & Dorothy DeHaan · Susan Delattre · Nancy Deren · Al DeSena · Virginia Digiacomo · Lawrence & Lois 

Dimmitt · Fred & Arlene Dolgon · Gayle Donnelly · Nathanael & Marnie Dresser · James & Mary Dudley · Bev DuGay · Katharine 

P. Dunlevy & George Seeds · Joseph Dupont · Evelyn Durkee · Tiffany & Zeke Durr · Jeb Eddy · Sue Eddy · Thomas & Ginnie 

Eddy · Rebecca Edwards & Mark Seidl · David Ehrenfeld · Paul & Anne Ehrlich · Jean Emmons · James Erickson · Larry & Laurel 

Erickson · Linda Evans · Sam & Terry Evans · Neal Feigles · Pete Ferrell · Rebecca V. Ferrell & Michael J. Golec · Rebecca Ferrera 

Lisa Ferro · Jay Fier · John & Julie Franson · Barbara Frase · Jim & Annabel Fredrickson · Steven Freilich & Daphne Greenberg

Charles Frickey · Duane & Elizabeth Friesen · Mary Fund · Michelle & Daniel Gabel · John & Nancy Gallini · John & Judith 

Gallman · Craig & Judi Gannon · Karl Geislinger · Jared & Cindi Gellert · Christopher & Toddie Getman · Robert Gibson

Mark Giese · Jean Gilio · Eric & Emma Gimon · Fletcher Gonzalez · Barbara & Gregory Goode · Nils R. Gore & Shannon R. 

Criss · Howdy Goudey · Ileana Grams-Moog · Elizabeth Granberg · William Green · Barbara Greenewalt · Shirley Griffin · Lisa J. 

Grossman & Kelly L. Barth · Michael Habeck · Philip & Patricia Hahn · James & Cindy Haines · Joel Hanes · Patricia Hansen 

David & Janet Hanson · Benjamin & Lucy Harms · Karen Harris · Robert & Dorothy Harris · Eric Hart · Karen Harvey · Robert 

W. Hatch · Barbi Hayes · Palmer & Lydia Haynes · John Head & Lucia Orth · Heartspring Foundation · David Heckel · Marjorie 

Hekman · Bernt & Suzie Helgaas · James Henson · Bette Hileman · Joe & Virginia Hillers · Margaret Hilton · Sarah J. Hinners 

& Christopher P. Pasko · Anthony Hittner · Andrea & Lance Hodges · Pat Hoerth · David Hoff · John & Deanna Homer · John 

& Gloria Hood · Ralph & Lou Hoover · Leo M. Horrigan & Margery McIver · Shae Hoschek · Mark & Linda Howard · Gary & 

Michele Howland · Liz Huffman · Jon & Audrey Hunstock · Lee Hunter · Adam Hyde · Lowell J. Hyland · Susan Inskeep · Austin 

Jacobson · Edward & Adelaide Jacobson · M. Allen Jacobson & Lila A. Daut · Blake & Jie Jacquot · Jean-Luc Jannink · Kristi & 

Bernd Janzen · McKay & Katherine Jenkins · Susan Jennings · Christopher & Rita Jensen · Margaret Jensen & Gerard W. Long

Bruce A. Johnson & Barbara M. Hagen · Dale & Kristen Johnson · Eric R. Johnson & Michele Roesch-Johnson · Guy Johnson

Michael Johnson · Alice Jones · Jimmy Jones · Kathleen Jones · Paul Bryan Jones · Mary Ann Jost · Todd Juengling · Michael & 

Shawna Lea Karl · Timothy & Virginia Kasser · Jude Kastens · Steve & Cheryl Kaufman · Dennis Keim · Harold & Brenda Keller 

Richard Keller · Robert & Judith Kelly · John A. Kenyon · Harold Kieler · Ingrid Kirst · Keith & Amanda Kisselle · Alice Kitchen 

Leslie Kitchens · Jay C. Klemme · Bernard Kobes · Walter & Barbara Koop · Edward Kopta · William Kostlevy & Marilynn J. 

Patzwald · Mark & Jean Kozubowski · William Kratky · Mildred Krebs · Keith Krieger · Kroger · Larry Lack & Lee Ann Ward 

Benjamin LaCroix · Virginia Lamb · Sylvia Lambert · Marc Lapin · Juleen Lapporte · Joshua Larsen · Mark Larson · Thomas M. 
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Larson & Diane L. Lux · John & Martha Laubach · Marietta & Alden Leatherman · Russell & Paula Leffel · Benedict & Ann 

LeFort · Karen Lehman · Dan Lesh · Frances Schneider Liau · Betty & Robert Lichtwardt · Janice E. Lilly & Cary A. Buzzelli

Colene Lind & Rex E. Fowles · Elizabeth Little · Terry Loecke · Jonne Long · Andy R. Loving & Susan K. Taylor · Kevin Lowe

Sandra B. Lubarsky & Marcus P. Ford · Michelle C. Mack & Edward Ted Schuur · Kathleen Maddux · Marilyn Mahoney · Grant 

W. Mallett & Nancy Tilson-Mallett · Rosette & Michael Malone · Joyce Markle · Joanne Marsh · Anthony & Patricia Martin

David Martin · Helen Martin · Master Gardeners of Greater Kansas City · Thomas & Nina Mastick · Randy & Erin Mathews

Ardean Maxey · Maureen May & William Harkey · Elizabeth Maynard · William & Julia McBride · McBride Family & Aspen 

Business Center Foundation · Newton McCluggage · Fred McColly · Paul McCullough · David McKee · John McNulty · Douglas 

& Diane Mesner · Phil Metzler · Kate Meyer · Howard Mielke · Michl Fund · Mark & Juie Sager Miller · Nick Millar · Ross & 

Nancy Miller · Madelyn Gail & George Milton · William & Emily Miner · Jake Mitchell · Robin Mittenthal · Suzanne Mittenthal 

Bonny A. Moellenbrock & Michael I. Lowry · Robert & Susan Mohler · Susanne & Russell Moore · Robert & Sharon Morgan 

Morrill Family Foundation · Lona Morse · Margaret Moulton · Martha Murchison · Virginia Murray · Frank Neitzert · Ann 

Nelson · Christopher Neubert · Steve & Marcia Nicely · Rae Ann Nixon · David & Jayne Norlin · David & Janice Norlin · Bill & 

Cori North · Richard & Elizabeth Norton · Rita Norton · Zachary Nowak · Thomas & Nancy O’Brien · Colin Odden · Charles 

& Catherine Olmsted · Nancy Olsen · Andrew Olson · Jeffrey & Maria Osborne · Richard & Christine Ouren · Jerry & Carole 

Packard · George & Suzanne Pagels · George & Judy Paley · Harold & Dorothy Parman · Gregory A. Parsons & Dorothy J. 

Johnson · Steven & Carolyn Paulding · Janis Peak · Claire Pentecost · Diane Percival · Abner & Kathryne D. Perney · Joan Peterkin 

Paul & Karla Peters · Luann Peterson · Maggie Pettersen · Leroy Philippi · Chris & Meghan Picone · Robert & Karen Pinkall

Odessa Piper · Carol & Tom Pitner · Greta Poser · Paul D. Post & Kay Kelly · Juanita W. Potter · Ramon & Eva Powers · Kimberly 

Pressley · Thomas & Sandra Pritchard · Jerry L. Quance & Marcia A. Hall · J. Patrick & Judith Quinlan · Kevin Radzyminski · Jo 

& Richard Randolph · Thomas L. Rauch & Joyce Borgerding · Donald Reck · Elliott & Sarah Rector · L. David & Ann Redmon 

John R. Reeves · Richard & Joyce Reinke · Richard & Erna Rempel · David Rettele · Kenneth Rich · Jeannine Richards · David 

& Jane Richardson · Bill & Linda Richter · Robert & Judy Riepl · Jonathan & Ann Rigden · Merlin Ring · David Rodgers · James 

Rose · Jean A. Rosenthal & David E. Kingsley · Wolfgang Rougle · Karen E. Ruff Noll & Michael G. Noll · Mary Lou Sabin & 

Andrew J. Scheiber · T. A. Sampson · Scott & Ruth Sanders · Sandhill Farm Foundation · Peter Sandstrom · Eric Sannerud

Janice Savidge · William Scharf · Dennis & Linda Schlicht · Andrew Schlickman · Jacob Schlueter · Anne Schmidt · Kenneth 

Schmitz · Claire Schosser · Stuart & Lisa Schott · Peggy Schultz & James D. Bever · Peter & Helen Schulze · Eugene Scott · Chris 

Seitz · Miner & Valetta Seymour · Frank Shaw & Alison Mary Kay · William & Cynthia Sheldon · Florence R. Shepard

Bob & Doris Sherrick · Susan Sievers · John & Mary Simmering · Robert Simmons · Simpson Foundation · Margot Smit & John 

Visher · Boyd & Heather Smith · James & Katherine Smith · Lea Smith · Marjorie Smith · Richard & Mary Smythe · Terry Spahr 

David Sparby · Dave & Sherry Staub · Helen Stechschulte · Stevenson Family Investment Fund · Amanda C. Stewart & William 

T. Smith · Bianca Storlazzi · Gail Stratton · Aubrey Streit Krug & Adam Krug · Rachel & Pete Stroer · Russell Stucky · Brad R. 

Stuewe & Paula A. Fried · Persis Suddeth · Eric & Patricia Sundquist · Robert & Mary Super · Gerald & Sandra Swafford · Daniel 

& Kathleen Switzer · Toby Symington · Jonathan & Wendy Teller-Elsberg · Termini Associates · Bruce & Sharon Texley · The 

Baltoro Trust · The Fanwood Foundation/West · Lori & John Thompson · Matt & Jennifer Thompson · Musia Thornton · Bob & 

Cheryl Thummel · Ruth Anna Thurston · Gabrielle Tingley · David Toner · Andrew Toth · Patrick Toth · Trinity Episcopal Church 

Mary Evelyn Tucker & John A. Grim · Ellen Turner · Erik Unruh & Maria Zielinski · David & Kristin Van Tassel · John & 

Charlene Van Walleghen · Sidney & Virginia Vetter · Valerie & Roger Vetter · Stan Vogel-Leutung · Mary Ward · Thomas Warner 

Earl & Brenda Weak · Richard Weaver · Sandy & Alan Wedel · Robert & Judith Weeden · Ruth Welti · Paula Westmoreland

Wayne & Sandra White · Ray Wilber & Cathy Dwigans · James & Ann Wilkinson · Roger Williams · Anna Wilson · David & 

Barbara Wilson · Joyce Wilson · Bruce & Kristina Wittchen · Julie Witz · Van & Sharon Wolbach · Kathleen Wold · Dorothy 

Wonder · Kevin & Diana Woods · George & Katharine Woodwell · Mari Wright · David & Rita Wristen · Donna Wygle

Robert & Janet Yinger · Debra Young · John & Jane Young · Sarette Zawadsky · Zimmerman Family Foundation Inc. · David H. 

Zimmermann & Emily Marriott · Lewis Humphreys Charitable Trust · Janet & John Nybakke

IN HONOR

Tim Crews, from David Wristen · Cathie Edmondson, from anonymous · Ed Flemmig, from Emma Flemmig · Hannah Frank, 

from Connie Taylor · Wes Jackson, from Roger B. McDaniel · Kevin Markey from Karen Markey · Brock Vetick, from Brian R. 

Depew · Mary Ward, from Elizabeth Smith · Emily A. Rude, from Matthew D’Asaro

MEMORIALS

Darlene Brubaker, from Darla Deeds · Joseph E. King, from David E. Martin · Donald M. Landes, from Luann I. Peterson  

& David E. Martin
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I want to be a perennial friend of the land
Here is my tax-deductible gift to support Land Institute programs

Please print

Name __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Address _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

City _____________________________________________________________________ State ________  ZIP code ____________________________

I authorize The Land Institute each month to

 Transfer from my checking account (enclose a check for the first monthly payment)

 Charge my credit or debit card

 $125   $75   $55   $15   $5   Other: $__________________  	 Deduct on   5th of month   20th of month

Monthly giving: We will transfer your gift on the date you select, until you decide otherwise. You can change 

or cancel your donation at any time by calling or writing. We will confirm your instructions in writing. 

I authorize a one-time gift of 

 $5,000   $500   $250   $125   $50   Other: $ __________________  

Payment method: 	  My check, made payable to The Land Institute, is enclosed.

	  Charge my   Visa   Mastercard   Discover

Account number _______________________________________________________________________  Expires ____________  / ______________

Signature ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Clip or copy this coupon and return it with payment to 

The Land Institute, 2440 E. Water Well Road, Salina, KS 67401 	 lr 119
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Ila Hensley, of Kansas City, Kansas, pets the mother-daughter 
draft horse team of Lena, left, and Lucy at rest between wagon 
rides at The Land Institute’s Prairie Festival in late September. 
The driver of the Belgians, retired pilot Scott Nichols, bought 
them from an Amish breeder and trainer in Missouri. Jacob 

Miller visited Ohio to see the horse-farming Amish and the 
green technology efforts at nearby Oberlin College. His compar-
ison is on page 6. For institute President Fred Iutzi’s address on 
the Prairie Festival theme, bringing together urban agriculture 
and rural agrarianism, see page 20. Scott Bontz photo.


