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Wencl family switches up 
dairy production

BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN

Tom and Karen 
Wencl and their 
family operate 

an organic dairy farm in 
Steele County, northwest 
of Blooming Prairie.

They currently milk 
about 140 cows, mostly 
Holsteins, on their 500-
acre farm. Tom said In 
addition to the Holsteins, 
some are crossed with 
Flekvieh, a breed from 
Germany and Austria.

The farm, Wencl said, 
includes 120 acres of 
pasture, which allows the 
cows to be outside during 
the grazing months. In ad-
dition to the pastureland, 
they have 120 acres in 
hay, 120 acres in corn, 70 
rye, 40 acres of soybeans 
and some cover crops 
such as oats.

The Minnesota De-
partment of Agriculture 

estimates that Minnesota 
has more than 700 certi-
fied organic farms and 
more than 230 certified 
organic food processors 
and businesses.

The Wencl farm has 
been in the family for 
generations and has been 
designated a Century 
Farm in 2013. Wencl said 
his father had questioned 
the increasing use of her-
bicides “way back when” 
so he was a supporter 
when he switched the 
farm to organic produc-
tion in 2002.

He said the family 

decided that they needed 
to make the change if 
their two sons, Wayne and 
Chris, who were heading 
off to college, were going 
to be able to keep operat-
ing the farm. Wayne and 
Chris are now working 
at the farm along with 
Wayne’s family, wife Lin-
nea and children Jayden, 
Cameron and Alison.

“Organic made it feasi-
ble for them to come back,” 
Karen Wencl said. Milk 
prices have not been as 
consistent as crops such as 
corn but more of a “roller 

CONVENTIONAL TO ORGANIC

“Organic made it feasible for 
them to come back.”

Karen Wencl
Organic Dairy Farmer

See WENCL on 19 ►

STAFF PHOTO BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN
Tom and Karen Wencl in the barn. The Wencl’s operate an organic farm and sell the milk to 
Organic Valley.
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More Than Tile in the Ground, It’s a 

TRUSTED PARTNER 
IN THE FIELD

Farm Drainage and Underground Solutions for Over 50 Years.

Your Land is too important for transactional thinking. 
Ellingson partners with farmers to improve drainage, 
reduce risk, and protect long-term productivity.

Livestock
Feed & Feed
Production

TRUSTED SERVICE. 
COOPERATIVE VALUE. 

TRUSTED SERVICE. 
COOPERATIVE VALUE. 

Agronomy &
Precision

Agriculture

Grain
Marketing

&  Facilities

Propane, Bulk
Fuel, Grease,

D.E.F & Oil

Learn More >

cfscoop.com

LL

FUEL

Biodiesel and ethanol are helping power 
the economy while protecting our air. 

Brought to you by the Dodge County Corn and Soybean Growers and their checko�s.
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5 generations of milking

Schmity Holsteins 
maintains largest 

herd in Steele 
County

BY RICK BUSSLER

For nearly a cen-
tury and a half 
milk has been 

produced at the Schmidt 
farm southwest of Owa-
tonna. And it appears that 
legacy is not in jeopardy of 
ending any time soon.

Current owner, Jon 
Schmidt, is the fifth gen-
eration to operate what’s 
today known as Schmity 
Holsteins. The farm began 

FAHNING & ASSOCIATES
35 W. Main Street, Dodge Center 

507-374-6342

Beth Hanggi

Caring for Insurance needs...
with a plan for everyone
• Life
• Health
• Employee Benefits
   Medicare Supplements/Part D
• Long Term Care
• Annuities

info@swce.coop 
www.swce.coop

Located in Dodge Center Minnesota • Easy access from Highway 14
McNeilusStorage.com

24 Hour Access

MOVE IN  MOVE IN  
TODAY!TODAY!

254 Storage Units254 Storage Units
7 Unique Sizes7 Unique Sizes

Our Dodge Center storage units are fully fenced and well-lit with a code 
access gate and security cameras throughout!

Jon Schmidt maintains a milking herd of 240 cows on a five-
generation family farm southwest of Owatonna. Cows have 
been milked on the Schmidt farm every day since 1884. See HOLSTEINS on 20 ►
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CHECKEL AND JACKS

Farm enthusiast collects “weird stuff”
BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN

Jim Checkel is 
a collector. He 
showed off some 

of his collections when 
Sen. Tina Smith stopped 
by his farm to talk about 
rural health care, includ-
ing ambulance service, his 
work with the Mayo Clinic 
in encouraging Mayo med-
ical students to consider 
working in rural commu-
nities and the farm bill.

Those issues were 
certainly covered but 
a good bit of the time 
was spent looking at the 
many farm-related things 
Checkel has collected over 
the years and informal-
ly has on display in the 
buildings at his farm 
south of Kasson.

For background, Check-
el grew up on the family 
farm, and planned to 
become a farmer and work 
full-time on the farm after 
high school. His parents 
had other ideas and want-
ed him to go to college 
which he did and earned 
an associate’s degree in 
auto mechanics.

He applied to the Mayo 
Clinic because he thought 
he could work on the 
clinic’s vehicles. There 
were no jobs available 
working on vehicles, but 
he was offered a position 
in one of the research 

labs. His skills were rec-
ognized and he advanced 
to a senior researcher 
position in the allergy 
department.

But he still kept his 
farm roots, living on the 
family farm, tending to 
farm duties after working 
at Mayo during the day.

Over the years his col-
lection of farm equipment 
and tools grew and grew. 
They are now organized in 
buildings on the farm.

He has a collection 
of tractors, including a 
home-made one built by 
long-time Dodge County 
resident Ken Foley that 
he bought Foley’s estate 
sale.

He also is storing a 1927 
Model T that a woman 
who lives in the Cities had 
been storing in Kasson. 
When she lost that storage 
space, he offered his shed 
and it has now been there 
for two-and-a-half years.

“I collect weird stuff,” 
Checkel admitted.

Perhaps he was think-
ing of the 219 different 
pieces of barbed wire that 
he has displayed in one 
of the sheds. The barbed 
wire was of interest 
to Smith because her 
grandfather had collected 
barbed wire in Texas.

Or maybe it was the 
jacks. It is well known in 
Dodge County that he has 

a very large jack col-
lection. He explained to 
Smith that when he talks 
about his jacks collection 
many people think he is 
referring to the children’s 
toy.

But he means heavy 
mechanical jacks. He said 
he won a farm jack like 
that at a hardware store 
in the 1980s. That started 
his interest in jacks, and 
he now has hundreds of 
them. Ten companies 
made jacks for Model T 
Fords. He has them all. 
He has a Yellow Cab jack. 
Jacks from different 
tractor manufacturers 
including John Deere, 
Oliver, Case and others. 
He has railroad jacks and 
one of the most unusual, 
he said, is the jack from 
a casket manufacturing 
company.

There are some older 
wooden jacks, he said, 
including one from an 1847 
Conestoga wagon. He also 
has a collection of little 
miniature jacks.

He also has a collection 
of arrowheads he has 
found around the area.

Checkel has now 
retired from the lab at 
Mayo Clinic, but he is still 
involved.

When he worked in 
the labs at Mayo, he 
became aware of the STAFF PHOTO BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN

Jim Checkel shows off some of his massive jack collection.

STAFF PHOTO BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN
Jim Checkel shows off the 1927 Model T he is storing for a Twin Cities resident.

See WEIRD STUFF on 8 ►
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MEET THE DAIRY PRINCESSES
Eight young women are 
representing Steele Coun-
ty as dairy princesses this 
year. We would like you to 
meet them this week and 
learn more about what 
has led them to becoming 
ambassadors of the dairy 
industry.

Princess:  
Adeline Schroht-17
Parents: Brooke and 
Kyle Limoseth and 
Aaron Schroht
Home: Owatonna

Why serve as dairy 
princess:

I have grown up around 
agriculture and dairy, and 
I want to give back to an 
industry that has shaped 
who I am today.

What do you look 
forward to as dairy 
princess:

Attending events, 
meeting new people and 
promoting dairy in fun 
and creative ways.

High School/College 
Activities:

National Honor Society, 
HOSA executive board 
member, Japanese re-
search study for inequali-
ty in health care, Wyldlife 

leader, Sunday School 
teacher, varsity lacrosse 
and varsity volleyball.

Describe your dairy 
farm:

My dairy farm is a 
sixth-generation farm. 
Each morning starts with 
early feeing and milking 
the cows, and the day ends 
the same.

Your responsibilities 
on the dairy farm:

Cleaning stalls, bed-
ding, feeding, milking, 
sanitizing milk equipment 
and cleaning allies.

Accomplishment 
most proud of:

Presenting my I.S. Jap-
anese Research study, “In-
equality in Healthcare” 
to students from Japan. 
Being able to bring aware-
ness to these struggles is 
very important to me.

Future goals:
I am attending St. 

Benedicts while playing 
lacrosse and volleyball. I 
will be studying pre-med 
in hopes to scrub into 
surgeries in the future.

Princess:  
Jena Hanson-19
Parents: Steve and 
Suzy Hanson
Home: Owatonna

Special Note: Finalist 
for Princess Kay of the 
Milky Way

Why serve as dairy 
princess:

I would like to be a 
dairy princess because 
the dairy industry is very 
important to me. I want 
to be able to share my 
knowledge and passion of 
dairy with the communi-
ty. As well as creating new 
connections with people 
to better increase my 
knowledge of the industry 
and to help build relation-
ships that will benefit me 
in my future career. With 
the connections I have 
made so far from FFA 
to my mentorships, job 
shadows and internships, 
I was able to kickstart my 
success in pursuing my 
first couple of years in 
agriculture, and I can wait 
to further expand within 
the industry.

What do you look 
forward to as dairy 
princess:

Sharing my knowledge 
about the dairy industry 
and promoting dairy prod-
ucts. As well as working 
hands, on with all ages 
within the community 
from kids at daycare visits 
to adults within the com-
munity.

High school/college 
activities:

In high school, I was 
part of FFA, 4-H, choir, 
orchestra (violin), a first-
grade religious education 
teacher and girls varsity 
tennis.

In college, I am part of 
the Numen Center, Dairy 
Club and was a member 
of Women in Agriculture 
Club.

Describe your dairy 
farm:

The dairy farm I cur-
rently work as an intern 
is Kashome Holsteins in 
Medford. There I help 
milk around 160 head of 
cows. The cows that we 
milk only consist of the 
Holstein breed.

Your responsibilities 
on the dairy farm:

I help prepare the 
parlor for milking, milk 
the cows, and clean up 
the parlor after milking. 
We start milking in the 
mornings at 6 a.m. and go 
to 9 a.m., and at night we 
start at 4 p.m. and go until 
7 p.m.

Accomplishment 
most proud of:

Holding my role of vice 
president of the Owatonna 
FFA chapter. I held this 
role in the years of 2023-
24. Within this time, our 
chapter held its 100th year 
banquet, which the officer 
team planned and put on. 
This had been the biggest 
banquet our chapter has 
had in a very long time, 
and I was grateful to be 
one of the main leaders 
within it.

Future goals:
To graduate from the 

University of Wiscon-
sin-River Falls. As well as 
finding a job within the 
dairy industry. Currently, 
I have gotten in contact 
with many dairy nutri-

tionists and have been 
able to do a shadow job 
and set up more for the 
future. I would love to be 
able to expand on these 
job shadow opportunities 
and start a career in one of 
the companies I have been 
able wot work with.

I also hope within this 
time to get to be able to 
purchase my own home as 
well as starting a family.

Princess:  
Isabella Schultz-18
Parents: Grant  
and Julie Schultz
Home: Owatonna

Why serve as dairy 
princess:

Being a dairy princess 
would allow me to better 
serve the dairy industry 
here in Steele County. I 
love the dairy and agricul-
ture industry and being 
a princess gives me the 
chance to share what I love 
with all those around me.

What do you look 
forward to as dairy 
princess:

Sharing what it means 
to be a part of the dairy 
industry and the good that 
comes from all these peo-
ple and animals involved 

in this industry with those 
who have never experi-
enced it.

High School/college 
activities:

In high school, I was 
a two-sport captain for 
cross country and track. I 
was president of the con-
cert choir, drum major in 
the marching band and in 
pepband. I was a parlia-
mentarian of Owatonna’s 
National Honor Society. 
I was a member of the 
student council, DECA 
and Owatonna Students 
for Life.

In college, I am a part 
of the UMary run club, 
intramurals, concert choir 
and am in a bible study. 
Lastly, I have been a part 
of 4-H since fourth grade, 
and this will be my last 
year. 4-H along with all 
these activities have made 
such a large impact in my 
life, and I am so grateful 
for all the memories that 
have come from it.

Describe your dairy 
farm:

I do not live on a dairy 
farm; however, I have been 
a part of two different fam-
ily farms. I am currently a 
part of Nelson’s farm and 
love helping with what I am 
able to. Prior to working 
with the Nelson’s, I was a 
part of Clover Glen Farms.

Your responsibilities 
on the dairy farm:

On the dairy farm, I 
will help out with chores 
as I am able. I have helped 
out with milking but more 
often I help out with calf 
chores.
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Accomplishment 

most proud of:
My senior track 

season. After my senior 
cross-country season, I 
found out that I had a very 
serious iron deficiency. 
This caused a lot of prob-
lems during cross country, 
and I was scared that my 
track season would still 
be filled with pain, and I 
would not PR. However, I 
had the best season I had 
ever had and PRd by over 
45 seconds in the 3200m. 
I was not the best runner 
on the track, but I pushed 
myself to my limits and 
saw it pay off.

Future goals:
In the next five years, I 

plan to have just graduat-
ed with my master’s 
degree in occupational 
therapy. I then plan to 
move back to the Owaton-
na area where I hope to 
work as a pediatric OT. 
Looking at my goals for 
the next 10 years, I see 
myself growing as an OT 
and starting a family. 
While I will not be 
pursuing a career actively 
in the dairy industry, I 
know that I will always be 
a part of this industry, and 
I will always keep agricul-
ture a part of my life.

Princess: Anna Cox- 19
Parents: Andy  
and Lindsay Cox
Home: Owatonna

Why serve as dairy 
princess:

I am passionate about 
the dairy industry and 
enjoy spending time with 
others spreading knowl-
edge about dairy. I enjoyed 
my many years of being a 
dairy ambassador and was 
excited to take a higher 
role of involvement. This 
will be my third year as a 
princess which shows how 
much I have enjoyed it.

What do you look 
forward to as dairy 
princess:

Going to public events 
where I get to personal-
ly interact with others 
creating positive relation-
ships with the community 
establishing a strong bond 
between our dairy farm-
ers and the local public.

High School/college 
activities:

In high school, I ran 
track and cross country 
and was involved in FFA, 
NHS and 4-H. In college, I 
am majoring in business 
management with a mas-
ter’s in business adminis-
tration. I was the tailgate 
director at college this fall, 
I enjoy participating in in-
tramural sports and being 
involved in discipleship/
bible groups and exploring 
around Arkansas.

Describe your dairy 
farm:

I grew up showing for 
and helping on Clover 
Glen Farms, with a herd of 
Holstein and Brown Swiss. 
In the summer of 2023, 
they began to sell their 
herd and are no longer an 
active dairy. I showed and 
helped around at Nelson-
Way as they have a herd 
of Holstein, Brown Swiss, 
Ayrshires and Guernseys.

Your responsibilities 
on the dairy farm:

Previously at Clover 
Glen, I would help with 
calf chores, miling and 
would come to help for oth-
er animals upkeep such 
as hoof trimming and vet 
checks. At NelsonWay, I 
help with evening chores 
and tasks, anything else 
they need my help with 
around the farm.

Accomplishment 
most proud of:

In academics an accom-
plishment I am proud of 
is being on the Dean’s List 
every semester while at 
the University. This dis-
plays my work ethic and 
standard work quality of 
work. I also balance acade-
my and personal life.

A personal accomplish-
ment is something I am 
currently still in the midst 
of. I decided to study abroad 
this semester which was 
very far out of my comfort 
zone and some days still 
are. I have learned so much 
about myself, increased in 
independence, confidence 
and have lived in a world so 
much larger than anything 
I have witnessed. Europe 
being my class has expand-
ed my world view and per-
spectives on life. Though 
an amazing experience, it 
was still a scary thing to 
step into, and I am proud of 
myself for that and what I 
have gained from it.

Future goals:
In five years, I will have 

hopefully graduated from 
Harding University with a 
degree and master’s in 
business management. I 
hope to find a position that 
allows me to use my 
knowledge and skill set and 
in a position that allows me 

to move up. In 10 years, I 
hope to have settled into a 
career that I love and am 
passionate about even if it is 
something I can’t even 
fathom doing today. I also 
hope to continue traveling 
around increasing my knowl-
edge of different cultures and 
continuing to learn.

Princess:  
Madison Homuth- 20
Parents: Jon and Casey 
Homuth
Home: Owatonna

Why serve as dairy 
princess:

I want to promote the 
dairy industry to the young-
er generations in order to 
keep the dairy industry 
from fading and becoming 
non-existent. I want to be 
a leader for other girls that 
are wanting to become a 
dairy princess and show 
that hard work does pay off 
and after years, you can still 
accomplish your dreams.

What do you look 
forward to as dairy 
princess:

Learning new things and 
working with the younger 
kids to teach them about 
dairy cows, production of 
milk, farm life, hard work 
and why it is important to 
keep dairy farms around.

High School/college 
activities:

National Honor Society, 
Big Brothers Big Sisters, 

Best Buddies and Miracle 
League.

Describe your dairy 
farm:

The dairy farm that I am 
with is Schmity Holsteins. 
They have 450 head of Hol-
steins, and they milk about 
200. The cows are milked 
twice a day. The farm is a 
family-owned farm with 
over 200 acres of land where 
corn, grain and alfalfa are 
grown to feed the animals.

Your responsibilities 
on the dairy farm:

When I help on the farm, 
I help work with the animals 
for show season as well as 
helping with chores, feeding, 
sometimes milking if need-
ed, and helping with cutting 
their hair for show season 
as well. I make sure that the 
animals have easy access to 
their water and food.

Accomplishment 
most proud of:

My ability to work full 
time as a resident assistant 
at Ecumen Brooks and also 
managing to stay on track 
with school. I have done this 
for about two years now and 
I am very proud of being able 
to maintain my grades and 
manage to work as much as I 
do already. Another accom-
plishment that I am proud of 
was being inducted into the 
National Honor Society my 
sophomore year. This was a 
big accomplishment because 
it is not a club that very many 
students can get into because 
it is based on your academics 
and your grades and how 
well you are able to maintain 
your GPA. These are just two 
of the many accomplishments 
that I am proud of.

Future goals:
My goals for the next five 

years include graduating 
from St. Mary’s University 

of Minnesota from the 
nursing program, becoming 
a registered nurse and work-
ing in pediatrics, hopefully 
in the NICU or PICU. I also 
want to add a minor major 
in sign language. I have 
watched how much sign 
language has helped my 
little sisters in communicat-
ing with them while they are 
learning to speak. With this 
added knowledge in 
pediatrics, I’ll be able to help 
communicate with the littles 
and will also be able to 
communicate with others 
who might be hard of 
hearing.

Princess: Ali Slater- 20
Parents: Chris and 
Andrea Slater
Home: Owatonna

Why serve as dairy 
princess:

I like to educate young 
kids about dairy and farms.

What do you look for-
ward to as dairy princess:

Getting to do the fun 
events and having fun 
doing it this summer. Also 
doing the milking contest.

High School/college 
activities:

I am taking a break from 
college and mainly working.

Describe your dairy 
farm:

It started in 1844 and 
my uncle is the fifth gen-
eration.

See PRINCESSES on 19 ►
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2 dairy princesses 

serve Dodge County
BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN

Two young women, 
Josie Sauder and Ellyssa 
Robinson, are serving as 
Dodge County Dairy Prin-
cesses for 2026.

The two have already 
started their duties ap-
pearing at several events 
including talking to Pine 
Island second graders at 
an annual event at the 
Alberts Brothers Dairy 
Farm. Sauder also par-
ticipated in the parade at 
this year’s Cheese Festi-
val in Pine Island.

Sauder is the daughter 
of Stan and Amy Sauder 
from Pine Island. She 
grew up on her sixth-gen-
eration, 600-cow dairy 
farm and is currently 
working full time at 
the farm, where she is 
involved in everything 
that goes along with dairy 
farming.

Growing up on a dairy 
farm, she said that she 
always looked up to the 
dairy princesses.

She said she loves 
talking about the dairy 
industry and what farmers 
do to ensure their cows get 
the best care possible. She 
said her goal as a dairy 
princess is to share her 
knowledge and passion 
about dairy and be an advo-
cate for the dairy industry.

Her sponsor for the 
Dairy Princess selection 
is Cactus Creek in Zum-
brota.

Robinson is the daugh-
ter of Shane and Jacinta 
Robinson of Dodge Center 
and is a 2014 graduate of 
Triton High School. She 
is the youngest of four 
children who grew up on 
the sixth-generation fam-
ily farm. “I love dairy,” 
she said, “not just the 
animals but the product.”

Like most dairy prin-
cesses, she said what she 
wants to do in the role is 
to inform people about 
the industry and be an 
advocate for the industry 
and dairy farmers.

She said has enjoyed 
the visits the dairy 
princesses have already 
had with school children 
and is looking forward 
to the events, parades 
and county fair that are 
coming up this summer, 
including working at the 
malt stand at the Dodge 
County Fair and helping 
pass out the ribbons.

She currently works 
at Central Livestock in 
Zumbrota.

Her sponsor is Central 
Livestock in Zumbrota.

Both young women will 
be appearing at events 
over the next year to ad-
vocate for dairy products 
and the dairy industry.

fact that many medical 
staff members were not 
familiar with the injuries 
and illnesses that often 
come with farm life even 
though Mayo is located in 
southeastern Minnesota 
surrounded by farms and 
agricultural businesses.

That led him to invite 
colleagues to his farm 
where he could show them 
allergens. He could run cov-
eralls filled with newspaper 
or straw through a power 
takeoff and show what 
the injuries could be. Or 
explain the mold that can 
grow in grain elevators.

Several years ago, a 
new rural medicine elec-
tive at the medical school 
was started by the Zumbro 
Valley Medical Society. It 
was natural that Checkel 
be asked to help design the 
curriculum. The curric-
ulum has been expanded 
and includes such topics of 

rural health issues includ-
ing mental health issues 
in rural communities and 
the problems that rural 
ambulance services face. 
Students visit the com-
munities to see the issues 
first-hand, including a 
stop at Checkel’s farm.

It is also hoped that 

some of the medical 
students may consider 
practicing medicine in 
rural communities.

At a town hall dis-
cussion held last fall in 
Owatonna by Minnesota 
Public Radio on rural 
health, one of those who 
commented was a Mayo 
medical student from New 
York City who said that 
as a result of the Mayo 

elective he was serious-
ly considering a rural 
practice.

Checkel said he is now 
renting out his cropland, 
although he still lives on 
the family farm. He is ac-
tive in community affairs, 
especially those involving 
rural medical care and, 
of course, he’s still on 
the lookout for things to 
collect.

“I love dairy, not just the animals but the product.”
Ellyssa Robinson
Dodge Dairy Princess

STAFF PHOTO BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN
Ellyssa Robinson and Josie Sauder are already busy making appearances as Dodge County 
Dairy Princesses.

Farm enthusiast collects “weird stuff”
◄ WEIRD STUFF from 5
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(507) 

583-2999
Benji Bishop

THEIN WELL 
ROCHESTER, INC.

SINCE 1893

We have your files 
and records from 

Narveson Pump - 
call us for service!

New & Replacement Wells for Farms, Residences & Businesses
Pump & Pressure Tank Service (after-hours service available)

Variable-speed/Constant-Pressure Pump Systems
Sealing Old Wells

507-374-6588   507-288-5554
1-800-314-WELL (9355)

www.TheinWellRochester.com 

Providing prompt and professional service
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Book Your 2026 Landscape Now!

3108 4th St. NW, Austin • 507-433-32393108 4th St. NW, Austin • 507-433-3239
dolanslandscapecenter.comdolanslandscapecenter.com

www.mbtbank.bank | Member FDIC

Bruce Rumpza
Blooming Prairie

Adam Thoen
Blooming Prairie

Adam Richards
Dodge Center

Tom Monson
Mantorville

Clear Lake, IAClear Lake, IA Forest City, IAForest City, IA Lake Mills, IALake Mills, IA

RochesterRochesterMantorvilleMantorvilleHayfieldHayfield

Dodge CenterDodge CenterBlooming PrairieBlooming PrairieAustinAustin

Kevin LaFrance
Austin

Kent Lea
Blooming Prairie

David Johnson
Hayfield

Locate an MBT Bank Loan Officer Near You

Whether you are looking to start, maintain,
or expand your ag operation, let MBT Bank
be your trusted financial partner in 2026.

Whether you are looking to start, maintain,
or expand your ag operation, let MBT Bank
be your trusted financial partner in 2026.

LOCAL LENDERS.
LOCAL DECISIONS.
COMMUNITY GROWTH.

LOCAL LENDERS.
LOCAL DECISIONS.
COMMUNITY GROWTH.

Jackson Heydt
Hayfield

Nate Bastian
Blooming Prairie

Houghton’s Auction Service 
651-764-4285

UPCOMING AUCTIONS
houghtonauctions.com

Call Today for more Info

Mon. June 15th 
Zumbrota, MN

1,500 Lot online auction
Sat. Aug. 8th 
Hastings, MN

Lg retirement farm eq
Live & online bidding auction

Fri. Aug. 28th
Red Wing, MN

Lg retirement farm eq
Live & online bidding auction

2 RE farmland auctions
Date pending

Houghton’s Auction Service has conducted thousands of Real Estate
 Farm Land & Farm  Equipment  Auctions since 1979

Live w/online bidding & Online Auction, conducted at your place or ours.
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“50 Years in “50 Years in 

the Field”the Field”
We Work to KeepWe Work to Keep Every  Every 
Acre Working for You!Acre Working for You!

14846 Hwy. 56 W
Adams, MN 55909

22100 Lillehei Ave.
Hastings, MN 55033

507-582-7725 • info@farmtech.com

2 Locations:

Wanamingo Mutual 
Insurance is non- profit and 

here to help you with your 
insurance needs.

In business since 1876

Visit Our Website at
 www.wgomutual.com

PO BOX 279, Wanamingo, MN 
507-824-2912

Wanamingo Mutual 
Insurance is non- profit and 

here to help you with your 
insurance needs.

In business since 1876

Visit Our Website at
 www.wgomutual.com

PO BOX 279, Wanamingo, MN 
507-824-2912

Wanamingo Mutual 
Insurance is non- profit and 

here to help you with your 
insurance needs.

In business since 1876

Visit Our Website at
 www.wgomutual.com

PO BOX 279, Wanamingo, MN 
507-824-2912

209 Main St. • P.O. Box 279
Wanamingo, MN 55983

Phone: 507-824-2912
Fax: 507-824-2181

Office Hours: Mon-Fri 8:30AM-4:30PM

• Homeowners • Farm Policies • Inland Marine • Liability • Auto Policies

CONSIGN NOW!  !
We specialize in:

HMAUCTION.COM
READY TO CONSIGN?

Why choose HMauction.com?
• Over a century of combined auction experience
• Expert auctioneers committed to exceptional service
• Seamless transactions for both buyers and sellers
• Online and live auction options

Kenyon: 507-789-5421
Dexter: 507-584-0133

CONSIGN NOW! !
We specialize in:

HMAUCTION.COM
READY TO CONSIGN?

Why choose HMauction.com?
• Over a century of combined auction experience
• Expert auctioneers committed to exceptional service
• Seamless transactions for both buyers and sellers
• Online and live auction options

Kenyon: 507-789-5421
Dexter: 507-584-0133

Thinking of Selling? Sell with the areas trusted leader HM Auction Group. Turning 
your assets into opportunities! Serving Minnesota, Iowa and Wisconsin. Sell your 
items Live or Online, at your place or ours, there is always an auction around the 
corner.

Agriculture Farm Land

Residential Real Estate

Farm Machinery

Construction Equipment

Industrial Equipment

Firearms & Sporting Goods

55-051925

  

 
 

     
          

T H O M P S O N 
S A N I T A T I O N  I N C. 

We Provide 
Quality Service!
We have earned a solid reputation 
in the community as being the #1 
choice for your sanitation needs!

Office's in Owatonna, Clarks Grove
and Austin

Phone: 507-256-4370 

Whether you own a home or a business, expert wiring is crucial to your 
safety and comfort. When you need the best in wiring, call on the 

qualified, licensed electricians at Cole’s Electric, Inc.

Residential • Farm • Industrial • Commercial

7596 NW 40th St. Owatonna • www.ColesElectric.com

507-451-1387
Whether you own a home or a business, expert wiring is crucial to your 

safety and comfort. When you need the best in wiring, call on the 
qualified, licensed electricians at Cole’s Electric, Inc.

Residential • Farm • Industrial • Commercial

7596 NW 40th St. Owatonna • www.ColesElectric.com

507-451-1387
Whether you own a home or a business, expert wiring is crucial to your 

safety and comfort. When you need the best in wiring, call on the 
qualified, licensed electricians at Cole’s Electric, Inc.

Residential • Farm • Industrial • Commercial

7596 NW 40th St. Owatonna • www.ColesElectric.com

507-451-1387
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SCAN HERE
TO GET STARTED!

STORMS COME AND GO. A GOOD ROOF STAYS PUT.
MN LIC. # BC810006

CHEAPEST OIL CHANGE AROUND!
Full Synthetic Full Synthetic 

Oil ChangeOil Change

$49.99$49.99
Up to  5 quartsUp to  5 quarts

1150 Hoffman Dr
Owatonna

507-774-9533
www.cartimeofowatonna.com

We treat every vehicle like it’s our own!

Isn’t it TIME you treat your vehicle right with CAR TIME?
We’re a full-service repair shop!
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WWEERRNNEERR  IIMMPPLLEEMMEENNTT  LLLLCC
џ џ џ

џ џ

WERNER IMPLEMENTFamily Owned Since 1948

119 Main Street East, 
Vermillion, MN 55085

651-437-4435
800-770-4634

HOURS

www.wernerimplement.com
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Proudly serving for 77 years 
with no plans to stop now!

mainstreetdentalclinics.com
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405 E Main St
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Owatonna
1170 E Frontage Rd
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132 North Broadway 

507-463-0502

Rochester
3110 Wellner Dr NE

507-536-7700

Mankato
287 St Andrews Dr

507-720-0250
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Saving Energy is  
smart business

To learn more about how our energy efficiency programs can give your  
business a competitive edge, visit: SaveEnergyInBloomingPrairie.com

Blooming Prairie Public Utilities offers a number of rebate programs designed  
to help your business save money when improving your electric efficiency.

• ENERGY STAR®-rated Equipment
• Vending Machine Controllers
• Compressed Air Equipment & Leak Correction
• Commercial Food Service Equipment
• Hotel Guestroom Energy Management Systems
• Building Operator Certification (BOC) Training
• Custom Efficiency Measures

• Efficient Lighting 
• Cooling Equipment
• Cooling Equipment Tune-Ups
• Programmable Thermostats on Heat Pumps
• Motors, Fans & Pumps
• Variable Speed Drives
• Refrigeration Equipment

Business Rebate Programs

Blooming Prairie Public Utilities offers residential rebates to electric 
customers for products designed to save energy and money.

Save at home with energy-efficient products

SaveEnergyInBloomingPrairie.com

Air Source Heat Pumps 
Central Air Conditioners
Ground Source Heat Pumps
Efficient Furnace Fan Motors
Cooling Equipment Tune-Ups

Battery-Powered 
Outdoor/Yard 
Equipment 

Electric-Assisted 
Bicycles (e-Bikes)

Refrigerators* 
Freezers* 
Dishwashers 
Dehumidifiers* 
Room Air Conditioners*
EV Chargers

* Additional rebates are available for properly recycling your old working  
  refrigerator, freezer, dehumidifier, or room air conditioner.

Smart Thermostats 
Heat Pump Water Heaters 
LED Downlights 
Clothes Washers 
Heat Pump Clothes Dryers
Washer-Dryer Combos

ENERGY STAR® Labeled Products: Energy-Efficient 
Heating & Cooling 
Equipment:

Other:
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Mon-Fri 7 a.m.-5:30 p.m.

HOME OF THE HONEST MECHANICS!

1125 S. Oak Ave. • Owatonna
507-431-4576 • www.Honest1Owatonna.com

Mon-Fri 7 a.m.-6 p.m.

1125 S. Oak Ave. • Owatonna
507-431-1123 • www.Honest1Owatonna,com

Locally Owned by John & Barb Heerema

1180 Frontage Rd. E., Owatonna, MN 
507-455-9551 • OwatonnaGranite.com

Owatonna Granite is proud Owatonna Granite is proud 
to support our Farmers!to support our Farmers!

Full Line of granite and      
bronze memorials
Custom laser etchings
Pre-planning - 
design your
 memorial your way

•

•
•
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140 26th Street NW x Owatonna, MN x 507-444-0067
info@fireplaceconnection.biz x www.fireplaceconnection.biz

Explore our Outdoor Living Collection Explore our Outdoor Living Collection 
for your Long Summer Nights!for your Long Summer Nights!

Full-service & self-service 
automotive recycler

Late model cars & trucks
12880 SW 72nd Ave. x Ellendale, MN

800-358-4902 x 507-684-2100 x www.misgen.com
Since 1972
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Dean’s AgDean’s Ag
High Quality Replacement 

Parts for All Tillage Systems, 
Combines and Planters

Call Dean for Pre-season Prices!

507-456-7633

Glenn’s Motorcoach Tours, Inc        
Oronoco, MN                                                      

Departing from: Owatonna 
CALL TODAY FOR A DETAILED BROCHURE! 

1-800-795-8516 or 507-288-1329                    
 
 
  

 

2026 SUMMER AND FALL TOURS 
CHICAGO, IL GANGSTER TOUR JULY 16 - 18, 2026   $765 
NEW YORK CITY                 SOLD OUT! AUGUST 1 - 8, 2026   $2750 
SUMMERTIME ON THE MISSISSIPPI AUGUST 12 - 14, 2026   $699 
SHORES & ISLANDS - SANDUSKY, OH AREA AUGUST 18 - 23, 2026   $1499 
LAKE GENEVA, WI AUGUST 26 - 28, 2026   $989 
MACKINAC ISLAND & FRANKENMUTH, MI SEPTEMBER 11 - 15, 2026   $1285 
ICELAND - COMPLETE PKG W/AIR SEPTEMBER 15 - 22, 2026   $5299 
NEW ENGLAND FALL COLOR TOUR            SOLD OUT! SEPTEMBER 19 - 30, 2026   $2999 
FALL MYSTERY TOUR - ALL NEW 4 DAY TOUR! SEPTEMBER 25 - 28, 2026   $1569 
FALL WEEKEND IN DUBUQUE, IA OCTOBER 2 - 5, 2026   $1099 
WASHINGTON DC & GETTYSBURG OCTOBER 3 - 10, 2026   $2199 
AUTUMN IN THE SMOKY MOUNTAINS OCTOBER 13 - 19, 2026   $2069 
‘FALL RAILS’ IN WEST VIRGINIA               SOLD OUT! OCTOBER 22 - 30, 2026   $2579 

2026 CHRISTMAS TOURS 
BRANSON CHRISTMAS NOVEMBER 5 - 8, 2026   $1099 
BRANSON CHRISTMAS NOVEMBER 12 - 15, 2026   $1099 
‘A COUNTRY CHRISTMAS’ IN NASHVILLE DECEMBER 5 - 10, 2026   $2299 
‘CHRISTMAS AROUND THE WORLD’ IN OMAHA DECEMBER 8 - 12, 2026   $1275 
BENTLYVILLE IN DULUTH DECEMBER 9 - 11, 2026   $879 

2027 WINTER AND SPRING TOURS 
HAWAII - HONOLULU - COMPLETE PKG W/AIR JANUARY 9 - 17, 2027   $6399 
EASTERN CARIBBEAN CRUISE - COMPLETE PKG W/AIR FEBRUARY 19 - 28, 2027  STARTING AT $3335 
SPRING BBQ MYSTERY TOUR - ALL NEW ’THEMED’ TOUR! MARCH 17 - 24, 2027   $2180 
PADUCAH, KY QUILT SHOW APRIL 21 - 26, 2027   $1940 
ARK ENCOUNTER & CREATION MUSEUM MAY 4 - 8, 2027    $1435 
HOLLAND, MI TULIP FESTIVAL MAY 6 - 9, 2027    $1199 
‘BOURBON & HORSE COUNTRY’ TOUR - ALL NEW TOUR! MAY 18 - 24, 2027  INFO COMING SOON! 
ALASKA - LAND & CRUISE - COMPLETE PKG W/AIR JULY 20 - 31, 2027  STARTING AT  $6449 
GERMANY, AUSTRIA & SWITZERLAND - COMPLETE PKG W/AIR SEPTEMBER 11 - 22, 2027   $8499 

All of our Tours are Fully Escorted in Deluxe Motorcoaches & Luggage Handling is included. 
For More Information or to Book A Tour, Call Today! 

Check us out on the Web - www.glennsmotorcoachtours.com 
Email: glenn@glennsmotorcoachtours.com 

ALL PRICES BASED ON DOUBLE OCCUPANCY 
ONLY A FEW SEATS LEFT ON SOME TOURS! 
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NextEra Energy
Resources is proud to
invest in Minnesota.

KAHN  Tile Supply LLC

Bruce Freerksen
Providing Supplies for 
Pro�table Farming

507-273-9110 • brucewithschaefferoil@gmail.com
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the D�dge County Fair. 
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Steele County dairy farm 

embraces robotics
BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN

As dairy farms 
consolidate and 
have larger 

herds, there is a trend 
starting to rely more on 
automated systems, in-
cluding robotic milkers, to 
streamline dairy farming.

Milk prices haven’t re-
ally gone up in years, said 
Reid Balzer, a Steele Coun-
ty resident who works 
for Lely North America, 
one of the companies that 
is providing automated 
robotic systems, helping 
dairy farmers.

As a result, Balzer said, 

there is an increasing 
interest in using robotics 
on the dairy farm. The in-
creasing size of the herds 
have also meant more 
employees are needed and 
“no one wants to milk 
cows,” he said.

While there are a few 
farms with 30 to 60 cows 
moving towards robotics, 
he said, most are the larg-
er operations.

So far, Balzer Dairy 
Farm, which currently is 
milking 116 cows on 500 
acres, is the only one in 
Steele County to make use 
of the robotic system, said 
Rick Balzer, who runs the 

farm with his wife Cathy 
and son Scott.

By using the robotics 
system, Balzer said, it 
not only saves time and 
employee costs, but it also 
helps them better monitor 
the cows.

Gone are the days of the 
farmer milking the cow 
early in the morning and 
again in the afternoon. 
Using robots, the cows 
basically decide when 
they need to be milked 
and head to the stall for 
milking.

Because of the ID tag 
the cow has on her collar, 
the machine immediately 

recognizes the cow, cleans 
the udder and attaches the 
milking cups via laser or 
camera sensors. It then 
starts pumping the milk 
and automatically unat-
taches itself when milking 
is completed.

The ID tag does more 
than just identify which 
cow it is. It can tell how 
long since her last milk-
ing, how much food she 
has consumed since the 
feed is available during 
the milking process, how 
much milk she has given 
and how active the cow is. 
There is even a pedometer 
on the collar that shows 
the rumination of the cow. 
Rumination is re-chewing 
and swallowing. They typ-
ically spend 7 to 9 hours a 
day ruminating.

Knowing how much 
time is spent ruminating 
can tell the farmer a lot 
about the animal’s health. 
Rumination time drops 
when the cow is in heat 
and also in the hours up to 
and leading into calv-

ing. Sick cows also show 
changes in rumination 
time.

The milk is at about 
102 degrees at the time of 
milking and is automati-
cally pumped to a cooler 
where the temperature 
is reduced and it is at 63 
degrees when it enters 
the bulk tank where it is 
further cooled. It is held 
in the bulk tank until the 
truck comes to pick up 
the milk and take it to the 
processing plant.

Twice a day, Balzer 
said, the entire robotic 
system shuts down to give 
the equipment a complete 
washing.

All this information 
and more is relayed to the 
computer where Balzer 
can call up the statistics 
on each individual cow. 
The computer shows 
the statistics over time 
making it easier to track 
production and determine 
if the cow is healthy or 
showing signs of a health 
concern.

Feed is available to the 
cow during the milking 
procedure, he said, and it is 
actually more comfortable 
for the cow to be milked 
more than twice a day.

Still, Balzer said, the 
machine can reject the 
cow coming to be milked 
if the milking times are to 
close together.

Reid Balzer said that 
Leley is a 150-year-old 
company that got its start 
in the Netherlands in 
making forage equipment 
and moved into robotics in 
about 1998. The forage divi-
sion has since been sold.

Using robotics, Reid 
Balzer said, is good for 
both the farmer and cows. 
It can save the farmer 
time in the milking chores 
and also reduce some 
of the work that is more 
boring. At the same time, 
it also is good for the cow 
as her health can be con-
stantly monitored.

“It’s in the farmer’s best 
interest to do what is best 
for the cows,” he said.

STAFF PHOTO BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN
The milking robot at Rick Balzer’s farm has a stall the cow walks into when is time to 
milk. The machine first washes the cow’s udders, attaches the cups and starts the milking 
all the while the cow is able to eat its food. When the milking is finished the machine 
automatically unattaches from the cow who is then free to leave.

STAFF PHOTO BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN
Rick Balzer can check the health and activity of each of the cows on the farm at the 
computer. The cow’s collar and the milking robot record all the information gathered and 
send it to the computer.
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NICC ALUMNI OF YEAR
Steele County man earns top honor 

from alma mater

BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN

Reid Balzer of Owatonna was 
recognized earlier this year as 
the Outstanding Agricultural 
Business Alumni from North-
east Iowa Community College 
in Calmar, Iowa.

Balzer, a graduate of Med-
ford High School, graduated 
from NICC in 2012 after study-
ing dairy science and agricul-
tural business.

Balzer, whose family owns 
Balzer Dairy Farm in Steele 
County, said he chose NICC 
because it is a good dairy school 
and also affordable. “I was 
paying for school, and I wanted 
to get the most out of it.”

It was there he learned to “be 
a responsible adult,” he said, 
adding he “grew up fast.”

Balzer said that while in col-
lege he considered his speech 
class to be his best. By the end 
of the semester, he said, he was 
able to give a speech before the 
entire school.

He also said that not only 
did he get a good education at 
NICC, but he also learned a lot 
about being an adult. “I wasn’t 
much of a partier,” said Balzer, 
who now works for Lely North 
America, an international busi-
ness committed to providing in-
novative solutions for farmers.

But he did learn practical 
things, he said, such as paying 
rent and buying food.

He said while at school he 
didn’t “try to stand out” and 
one of the professors tried to get 
him involved in dairy judging 
but he decided not to try that.

He did stay in contact with 
one of his professors after 

graduation, he said, and he 
was in France on a business 
trip for his employer when the 
professor called to say he had 
received the award.

He said that most of the stu-
dents at the school go into some 
area of beef or dairy farming. 
But, Balzer said, he had become 
interested in robotics while in 
high school and that interest 
continued when he was in 
college. While at school he met 
a student who was familiar 
with Lely North America, a 
company making robotics to 
work with the dairy industry. 
That connection led him to 
be connected to the company 
which ultimately led to a job 
offer. He has since advanced 
to a management role and in 
his current position he focuses 
on Lely’s automated systems, 
including the Juno, Vector, and 
Collector solutions that support 
modern dairy operations.

Refuel with milk
BY BRENDA MILLER

All farmers are athletes. 
Some farmers are actual re-
al-life marathon runners and 
others participate in local 5K 
races, but all are endurance 
athletes mentally and physical-
ly. Think about everyday dairy 
farm chores: milking cows, 
pushing up feed with a broom or 
scraper, walking back and forth 
in the barn/parlor, cleaning 
stalls, in/out of a skid steer or 
tractor, operating machinery, 
fetching cows, record keeping, 
and doing bookwork. How about 
throwing bales or pitching 
silage or manure? Sound famil-
iar? All farmers need to rest and 
refuel their bodies when energy 
levels are low, or fatigue sets in 
to reduce chance of injury and 
help prevent accidents.

The human body is made 
up of bone, muscle, fat, blood, 
organs, connective tissue, and 
averages about 53% water over-
all. Elementally speaking, 99% of 
the body is composed of oxygen, 
hydrogen, nitrogen, calcium, 
and phosphorus. The body needs 
to maintain certain levels of 
all those elements in order to 
function properly. In addition, a 
body needs vitamins to comple-
ment those minerals for the body 
to stay fully restored. When 
a person sweats, their body is 
depleted of electrolytes and 
thus needs to rehydrate. Some 
ingredients in electrolytes are 
calcium, potassium, sodium and 
magnesium. When a baby calf 
gets scours the caretaker feeds 
the calf electrolytes to replenish 
those nutrients lost, same idea.

When a person’s body is not 
properly maintained it can 
become prone to injury due to 
conditions such as: dehydration, 

stress fractures, fatigue, and 
a weakened immune system. 
Dairy farmers are pretty lucky 
as they have the perfect solution 
to help keep their bodies fully 
maintained right there on the 
farm. It’s milk! The wholesome 
and nutritious product cows 
produce every day. However, 
an even tastier recovery drink 
after a long, hard day is a tall 
glass of chocolate milk. For 
some, chocolate milk is a little 
more palatable after an endur-
ance event than white milk.

Why milk or chocolate milk? 
Milk is nature’s most natural re-
covery drink. It has 13 essential 
vitamins and minerals that all 
work together to nourish a body. 
Just one, 8 ounce serving of milk 
contains a good chunk of daily 
nutritional needs: calcium (25%), 
protein (16%), vitamin D (15%), 
phosphorus (20%), vitamin A 
(15%), riboflavin (30%), vitamin 
B12 (50%), pantothenic acid 
(20%), niacin (15%), zinc (10%), 
selenium (10%), iodine (60%), 
and potassium (10%). These 
vitamins and minerals work 
together to build and maintain 
strong bones, teeth, a healthy 
immune system, boost energy, 
and help to reduce the risk of 
stress fractures. In addition, 
milk provides the right mix of 
proteins and carbohydrates to 
refuel and rebuild tired muscles, 
fluids to rehydrate the body, and 
electrolytes to help replenish the 
elements lost when sweating.

Chocolate milk can be a great 
snack and give the body a boost 
of energy all while nourishing 
bones, muscles, and organs. If 
your current pick-me-up consists 
of a can of soda and cookies/
candy/processed sugars, give 
chocolate milk a try, your body 
will thank you. Or at least have 

a treat of milk and cookies in-
stead. From an economics stand-
point, in today’s market (de-
pending upon where you shop), 
a gallon of milk (128oz) will 
cost half as much or less than a 
twelve pack of soda (144oz).

Farmers are true endurance 
athletes, oftentimes without 
even knowing it. Some put on 
8-12 miles a day or more just 
by doing everyday chores. If a 
person is curious to see just how 
many steps they are walking 
in a day, while doing everyday 
chores, there are pedometer 
apps for smart phones, or many 
smart watches will track steps 
as well. If a person does not 
have a smart phone, a simple, 
inexpensive pedometer can be 
purchased from a retail store 
that clips onto a belt or pants 
pocket. Depending upon stride 
length, the average number of 
steps per mile when walking is 
around 2,000-2,500.

Farmers are a tenacious lot 
and possess a mental/physi-
cal toughness that is hard to 
replicate. The key to keeping the 
everyday momentum going and 
injuries at bay is to refuel the 
system with a nutrient packed 
product. So next time fatigue 
sets in, refuel with (chocolate) 
milk. Milk does a body good!

Brenda Miller is an edu-
cator with the University of 
Minnesota Extension serving 
Todd County. She may be 
reached at nels4220@umn.
edu or 320-533-4655.

STAFF PHOTO BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN
Reid Balzer was named earlier 
this year as the Outstanding 
Agricultural Business Alumni 
from Northeast Iowa Communi-
ty College in Colmar, Iowa.

On The Farm
BRENDA MILLER 
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coaster.” By going organ-
ic, they said, prices have 
risen with demand and the 
roller coaster effect is less.

“It’s a trade-off,” she 
said. “It’s more work but 
there is a more consistent 
price.”

“Our milk price is far 
more consistent than con-
ventional dairy or crops 
have been,” Tom said.

The day at the farm 
begins early, Wencl said, 
as he is generally in the 
barn before 5:30 a.m. with 
his sons joining soon 
after. During the grazing 
season the cows have the 
option whether they want 
to come into the barn at 
night or remain in the 
pasture after the evening 
milking is completed.

The cows know when 
they need to be milked, 
Wencl said, and in the 
morning, they come into 
the barn on their own. He 
added the cows are given 
access to the fresh pasture 
after each milking and 
can return to the free stall 

barn in case of excessive 
heat or stormy weather.

They milk in a Double 
8 formation with eight 
cows on each side. As one 
side is milked, the other 
is prepared for milking. 
After the cow is prepped 
the milking machine is 
attached and shuts off au-
tomatically when finished.

The actual milking, he 
said, takes about three to 
five minutes per cow and 
the entire process takes 
three to three-and-a-half 
hours from startup to 
cleanup.

Milking is done twice 
a day.

The family sells their 
milk to Organic Valley 
which is a farm cooper-
ative headquartered in 
LaFarge, Wis. and they 
are certified organic by 
Oregon Tilth.

There is a specific 
process to be certified as 
organic and meticulous re-
cords must be kept ensur-
ing organic practices are 
adhered to, Wencl said.

USDA organic livestock 

standards include initially 
undergoing certification 
from an organization such 
as Oregon Tilth, maintain 
100% organic feed, prohibit 
use of antibiotics or growth 
hormones and ensure cows 
have daily outdoor access 
with at least 120 days on 
pasture per year.

Wencl said cows gener-
ally go to pasture in May 
and continue until the 
weather does not permit 
that, often into November.

The Wencl’s raise most 
of their own feed for winter.

Ensuring the feed, 
including the pasture, is 
also organic means that 
they maintain a buffer 
strip of 30 ft. between 
them and the convention-
al farms. That is also part 
of the records they must 
maintain to be certified.

The record-keeping 
requirements require veri-
fying everything including 
origin of livestock, feed, 
young stock management, 
health care practices, 
breeding and the animals’ 
living conditions.

Wencl family switches up dairy production
◄ WENCL from 2

Your responsibilities 
on the dairy farm:

Getting animals ready 
for the fair, field work if 
help is needed. I make my 
brothers do all the hard 
work.

Accomplishment 
most proud of:

Getting intermediate 
champion female with 
my cow, Saige.

Future goals:
I plan on going back to 

school to finish the vet 
tech program at RCTC. I 
plan on getting a job as a 
vet tech and possibly 
continue school to become 
a veterinarian.

Princess:  
Madi Murphy- 20
Parents: Kim and  
Jon Schmidt
Home: Owatonna

Why serve as dairy 
princess:

I want to support the 
dairy community and 
get kids interested in 
learning about the dairy 
community/industry.

What do you look 
forward to as dairy 
princess:

Spending time with oth-
er princesses and teaching 
kids all about dairy.

High School/college 
activities:

Working at daycare in 
Lincoln, Neb.

Describe your dairy 
farm:

We have a 500-cow 
dairy farm. Majority of 
our animals are regis-
tered Holsteins. We also 
have a small herd of 12 
registered Jerseys. I am 
the owner of the Jersey 
herd. We currently milk 
around 260 cows twice a 
day. The farm consists of 
250 acres where corn, al-
falfa, winter rye, triticale 
and peas are grown and 
used to feed the cattle.

Your responsibilities 
on the dairy farm:

I helped milk cows 
from August 2021-July 
2023. I work with the ani-
mals and clip/wash them 
to get them ready for the 
Steele County Free Fair.

Accomplishment 
most proud of:

Winning grand cham-
pion twice at the Steele 
County Free Fair.

Future goals:
Going to college and 

obtaining my degree in 
elementary education 
and finding a good job in 
my field of study.

Princess:  
Chloe Garten- 20
Parents: Joel Garten 
and Denise and  
Tim Nelson

Home: Owatonna
Why serve as dairy 

princess:
I would like to serve as 

a dairy princess because 
of me just being part of 
the dairy ambassadors 
and me just looking up 
to dairy princesses. I re-
member thinking I want 
to be one of those one day 
because they’re able to 
help teach little kids and 
adults learn more about 
the dairy industry.

What do you look 
forward to as dairy 
princess:

As a dairy princess, I 
look forward to teaching 
little kids more about the 
dairy industry and being 
able to tell them and 
show them that you don’t 
have to be on a farm or 
live on a farm to partici-
pate in the dairy ambas-
sador programs.

High School/College 
activities:

I am a hockey man-
ager and partake in AP 
classes.

Describe your dairy 
farm:

When I am on the 
farm, I help with cow 
chores and any other 
chores that need to be 
done.

Accomplishment 
most proud of:

One accomplishment I 
am most proud of is that I 
have been accepted into a 
college nursing program.

Future goals:
In five years, I plan to 

just freshly graduated 
and starting to figure 
where I want to go in 
life and where I want to 
work. And, in 10 years, 
I plan on being in the 
pediatrics field.

MEET THE DAIRY PRINCESSES 
◄ PRINCESSES from 7

STAFF PHOTO BY KAREN M. JORGENSEN
While most of the cows at the Wencl farm are Holsteins there a few that are cross-bred with 
the Flekvieh, a breed from Germany and Austria. 
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back in 1884 and has been 
milking cows every day 
since then. The farm was 
honored as a Century 
Farm in 1996.

Schmidt built a new 
milking parlor just four 
years ago with a much 
larger milk tank. He 
doubled the capacity to 
6,000 gallons. Instead of 
the milk truck coming 
every day, it now shows up 
every other day to ship the 
milk to Associated Milk 
Producers Inc., or AMPI, 
in Zumbrota.

Currently, Schmidt 
operates the largest milk-
ing herd in Steele County 
with 240 cows. Each cow 
produces about 92 pounds 
per day totaling 6.7 million 
pounds of milk annually.

Milking takes place 
twice a day beginning at 
6 a.m. and 4:30 p.m. and 
lasts up to four hours each 
time. Schmity has a free-
stall barn where 10 cows 
can be milked at a time.

Joining Schmidt in 
the dairy operation are 
his wife, Kim, and their 
daughter, Madi Murphy, 
who also happens to be 

one of eight dairy prin-
cesses in Steele County. 
Jon’s brother-in-law, Chris 
Slater, also helps on the 
farm, along with his two 
sons, Jacob and Steven. 
In addition, Jon’s father, 
Myron Schmidt, also helps 
on the farm every day by 
feeding and tending to the 
calves.

Schmidt has always had 
a huge interest in genetics. 
He only uses the top bulls 
available for breeding. 
“We want the milk and 
the type. We are running 
really high components 
of fat and protein,” he ex-
plained. “We have fed for 
it and bred for it for many 
years,” he added.

To illustrate the suc-
cess Schmity has experi-
enced, Schmidt points out 
how his herd has received 
the Progressive Genetic 
Herd Award from the 
Holstein Association for 
the past 21 years. This 
award is given out to the 
top 1% in the nation based 
on herd genetics. Schmidt 
said he has achieved the 
top award by breeding 
the herd to the top genetic 
bulls in the breed.

Another big milestone 
is being recognized by 
Minnesota DHIA for high 
production. Schmity has 
been listed on the top 100 
herds in Minnesota for the 
past 21 years. Currently, 

the herd’s rolling average 
is 30,076 pounds of milk–
an average of 1,300 pounds 
of fat and 1,040 pounds 
of protein, according to 
Schmidt.

Schmidt’s success 
comes with his strong 
educational background. 
He attended the Universi-
ty of Minnesota-St. Paul 
where he majored in dairy 
science. After college, 

he moved away to Green 
Bay to work in the dairy 
industry.

But it was short lived. 
Within three months, 
Schmidt found himself 
back home operating the 

family’s dairy operation. 
“I went out into the indus-
try and quickly found out 
I wanted to milk my own 
herd,” he said.

Though there are 
many challenges of op-
erating a dairy farm like 
the weather, commodity 
prices, not getting enough 
hay or cows dropping 
over dead, it doesn’t 
discourage Schmidt from 
continuing on. One of the 
biggest reasons he loves 
what he does is because 
he gets to be his own boss 
and set his own schedule. 
“I don’t know what else I 
would do,” he says. “It’s 
what I’ve always done. 
I’ve grown up with cows. 
It’s a family thing. It has 
been our livelihood.”

A major struggle facing 
Schmity Holsteins as well 
as most other dairy oper-

ations is the volatile milk 
prices, which currently 
are hovering around $17 
to $18 per hundred weight. 
The highest Schmidt has 
seen came a few years 
ago at $26. “The highs are 
short-lived, and the lows 
seem to stick around,” he 
said, noting they experi-
enced big swings during 
the COVID pandemic.

For Schmity’s opera-
tion, helping to offset the 
lower milk prices right 
now is the beef prices. 
Bull calves are running 
around $1,200 to $1,500. 
“That’s huge. It’s saving us 
with the lower milk pric-
es,” Schmidt said. “Things 
would be a lot tougher if 
we weren’t getting good 
beef prices.”

He added, “You have to 
set yourself up to handle 
the low times.”

In recent years, 
Schmidt has become more 
focused on community 
involvement. He has been 
the chairman of the Steele 
County American Dairy 
Association since 2017. He 
prides himself on the fact 
that Steele County has 
one of the strongest ADA 
boards in the state.

“We have always been 
a strong dairy community 
and have kept building on 
it,” Schmidt said. He noted 
how many other counties 
are unable to generate the 
kind of money that Steele 
County does through its 
malt stands and other 
community events. To his 
knowledge, Steele is the 
only county in the state 
to offer two malt stands 

during the county fair.
Schmidt also serves on 

the AMPI Board, and just 
recently was elected to the 
World Dairy Expo Board.

Earlier this month, 
Schmidt hosted the 
Breakfast on the Farm, a 
popular dairy event that 
attracted nearly 1,100 peo-
ple to his farm for break-
fast and to learn more 
about the dairy industry. 
The breakfast event has 
been going every year 
since 1998 except during 
COVID.

While the number of 
dairy farms has shrunk 
to 12 in Steele County, 
Schmidt doesn’t foresee it 
getting any lower, at least 
in the near future. He said 
overall the dairy industry 
is solid right now, but he 
also realizes that it’s high-
ly unlikely to gain any 
additional dairy farms. 
“You wish you could get 
more into the industry,” 
he said.

Overall, the dairy in-
dustry is expanding with 
larger dairy operations. 
And, while Schmidt is 
Steele County’s largest, 
it’s considered to be on 
the smaller side in an 
industry of dairy opera-
tions featuring thousands 
of cows. “I don’t look at 
us milking thousands of 
cows,” he said.

Schmidt said he is con-
tent maintaining where 
they’re at. “It takes a lot 
of work and time to get 
where you want to be,” 
he said. “We want to keep 
improving the cows from 
year to year.”

Schmity Holsteins maintains largest herd in Steele County
◄ HOLSTEINS from 4

SCHMITY HOLSTEINS BY THE NUMBERS
	 240	 Milking cows, largest in Steele County
	 142	� Years in the Schmidt family (five generations)
	 92	� Pounds per day produced by each cow
	 6.7	� Million pounds of milk produced annually at farm
	 6,000	� Gallon milk tank emptied every other day
	 2	� Milking sessions per day: 6 a.m. and 4:30 p.m.
	 1%	� Herd is in top 1% in the nation for genetics
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This year’s dairy princesses for Steele County include, from left: Jena Hanson, 
Ali Slater, Madison Homuth, Chloe Garten and Adeline Schroht. Three of the 
princesses are missing, but they are represented by bags being held: Anna 
Cox, Isabella Schultz and Madi Murphy. 

Steele County American Dairy Association

DAIRY MAKES DAIRY MAKES 
SENSESENSE

Dairy foods are delicious, nutritious and an affordable choice for today’s 
families. Plus, dairy foods are produced by farmers with a long-standing 

commitment to sustainability!

CONGRATULATIONS DAIRY PRINCESSES!CONGRATULATIONS DAIRY PRINCESSES!

We want to thank these young women for representing 
our industry throughout the year. 

Come join us at our Malt Stand at area 
events this summer, including Blooming 
Prairie’s Fourth of July Celebration, Gem 
Days and Steele County Free Fair.
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507-775-6043
www.duanequam.com

duane.quam@duanequam.com
Paid for by Quam House Committee • PO Box 21 • Byron MN 55920

Duane 

QUAM 
for State Representative 

• Innovative Vision 
• Conservative Values 

• Responsible Government

PER GALLO

N OFF 

EARN 

5¢ 

THANK YOU DAIRY 
FARMERS, FROM 
YOUR FRIENDS AT 

5¢ Fuel Saver
Hy-Vee milk 1 gal.

Prices valid while supplies last at the Kasson and 
Rochester Hy-Vee stores June 5 - 30, 2026
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FFA Alumni Antique Tractor Pull
Tuesday, Aug. 18 • 5:00 PM

Jeremy Camp with special guests Jon Reddick
and Thunderstorm Artis

Wednesday, Aug. 19 • 7:00 PM Faithfest on the Fairgrounds

Thursday, Aug. 20 • 7:30 PM

Hairball  with special guest Rival 5

Randy Houser with special guest Cori Kennedy
Friday, Aug. 21 • 7:00 PM

Bulls N Barrels 
with local Mutton Bustin

Saturday, Aug. 22 • 7:30 PM

Demolition Derby
Sunday, Aug. 23 • 2:00 PM

Contact Us For All 
Your Roofing Needs!

James Piepho
5098 SW 18th Street • Owatonna, MN 55060

507-451-1686 • www.piephoroofing.com
Lic. #BC679096
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