
Everybody eats, but most of us don’t grow our own food. Sooner or later, we 
must go to the grocery store. We are fortunate in our country to have stores 
bursting with food of all kinds. We can always find fresh fruit, vegetables, 
eggs, and dairy products on store shelves. Most of these products are 
transported from farms just a few days before we buy them. Packaged food 
such as cereals, snacks, and frozen foods are also plentiful. So, who DOES 
grow all our food?
	         		  		  	     Farmers, that’s who!

When you pick up a box of cereal, 
a bag of frozen blueberries, 
or a package of ground beef, 
you are holding food a farmer 
worked hard to grow or raise. 
Your food may come from  
a grocery store, but first it 
came from a farm.

Some people think that because farms are much larger than they 
were in the past, big companies or corporations must own them. 
But that’s not true.

Source: USDA NASS, 2017 Census of Agriculture. USDA classifies family farms as “any farm organized as a sole proprietorship, partnership, or  
family corporation. Family farms exclude farms organized as nonfamily corporations or cooperatives, as well as farms with hired managers”.

More than 96% of farms 
and ranches in the U.S. 
are family-owned.

If you asked 100 random 
people in our country what they 
do for a living, only 1 or 2 would 

say they were farmers.  
Less than 2% of people  

in the U.S. are from farms  
or ranches.

How can so few farmers provide 
food for so many people? It’s 
because they are very good 

at what they do! Farmers and 
ranchers make the best use of the 
land and climate where they live to 
produce food for all of us. They are 
so efficient that the average U.S. 

farmer grows enough food for 170 
people! Our farmers feed us here at 
home in the U.S., plus many people 

in other countries, too.
Explore more agricultural literacy resources at www.GrowYoungMinds.org

Thank you to these sponsors for making this Ag Mag possible.
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CORN
WHYWHY do Illinois farmers 
grow so much CORN?
What a farmer grows has  
a lot to do with soil, climate, 
and topography (the 
shape of the land) where 
he or she lives. DeKalb 
County has some of the best 
soil in the world and the land is 
mostly flat. It’s perfect for growing 
row crops like corn and soybeans. 
However, our winters are long 
and cold. This makes it harder 
to grow fruits or vegetables that 
need warmer temperatures, like 
peaches or peppers. 

There are good reasons we think 
of Idaho when we eat potatoes or 
Florida when we peel an orange. 
Soil type, rainfall, temperatures, 
and pests (insects or diseases) all 
play a part in what farmers grow 
and where.
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4% 
non-family 

corporations or
cooperatives

Jake Willrett, Malta

Who GROWS our FOOD?

The Top Four Commodities (products 
that can be bought and sold) produced by  

farmers in DeKalb County are corn, soybeans, 
pork, and beef. These are also the top four  

farm products produced in Illinois.

FARM WORDS
Terms below appear in bold in the farmer stories.

Pigs
More Pigs are raised in Illinois than any other kind of livestock. Pigs are 
also known as hogs or swine. 
The main ingredients in a pig’s feed are ground corn and soybean 
meal, so there is a strong connection between the number one livestock 
animal and number one and two crops raised in our state. A pig’s  
scientifically-balanced diet also includes added 
vitamins and minerals. 
Pigs are raised in special buildings. Just like our houses, 
pig barns are cool in the summer and warm in winter. 
Feed and water is provided automatically in exactly 
the amount each pig needs. Pig farmers walk through 
the barns frequently to make sure all their animals are 
safe and healthy.
Pigs are ready for market when they weigh 260-290 pounds or are about 
six months old. The meat from pigs is called pork. Ham, bacon, pork chops 
and many types of sausage are kinds of pork.
Fun fact:  When it comes to pigs, we use everything but the oink! Paint 
brushes, heart valves, gloves, and over 100 other items can be made 
from some part of a pig.

Beef Cattle
Beef Cattle are raised for their meat. Common breeds of beef cattle 
include Angus, Hereford, and Shorthorn, but many beef farmers raise 
crossbred cattle. Crossbred cattle combine the positive traits—such as 
ease of calving or meat quality—of more than one breed.
Cattle are ruminants, which means they have a special digestive system. 
The stomach of a beef or dairy animal has four parts. This unique system 
allows cattle to digest parts of grasses and grains that humans cannot. 
They transform things we can’t digest, like grass, into things we can, like 
meat! Meat from cattle is a good source of “ZIP”—zinc, iron, and protein.

Beef cattle go to market when they reach 1,200-1,400 
pounds or are about 18-22 months old. Their meat is 
called beef. Beef can be found as steaks, roasts, stew 
meat, and ground beef (also known as hamburger). 
All other parts of cattle are used, too. Footballs and 
shoes can be made of cowhide, fats can be used to 
make soap, and gelatin from bones is found in candy 
and glue.

Fun fact: Beef cattle (including those fed to market weight in feedlot 
operations) spend at least the first six months of their lives grazing on 
pasture or rangeland.

Corn
Field Corn is the number one crop raised in Illinois and the United 
States. It is grown in many states because it does well in a variety of 
climates and soil types. Corn, which is a type of grass, is a very useful 
crop. It is fed to livestock such as pigs, cattle, and poultry. It is also used 
to make ethanol fuel. Many foods contain corn ingredients in the form 

of corn meal, corn flour, corn starch, corn oil, or corn 
sweetener. 
Field corn is harvested in the fall after the plant has 
died and the kernels have dried and hardened. Some 
field corn is harvested while it is still green. When 
harvested green, the entire plant is chopped and 
stored as silage, a special type of feed for cattle. 
Fun fact:  For every corn kernel used to make ethanol, 

one-third of the kernel is left over as livestock feed. This feed is known 
as DDGs, or dried distillers grains.

Soybeans
Soybeans are the round, tan seeds of the soybean plant. Soybeans are 
legumes, or plants whose seeds grow in pods. Other legumes include 
peanuts and peas. Most soybean pods contain three 
beans. 
Soybeans are grown in most places that corn is 
grown. They are used in livestock feed, biodiesel 
fuel, and food products such as vegetable oil, tofu, 
and soy nuts. An ingredient called soy lecithin 
is even found in most chocolate candy and in 
chocolate milk! 
Soybean harvest takes place in the fall. The plants die and their leaves 
fall off, leaving just the pods hanging from each stem. Like field corn, 
soybeans are harvested using a large machine called a combine. 
Fun fact:  Soybean pods are fuzzy, and so are the plants and leaves. The 
fuzz helps to protect the plants from being damaged by insects.

Farmers
DeKalb County
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Are most farms

YES!
Justin, Jaedyn, Justis, Jamie, and Jaxson Martz, Maple Park

Family Farms?
4-H – youth development organization in 
which children learn leadership skills and 
complete hands-on projects

auger – screw-shaped tool that moves 
materials such as animal feed through a 
metal tube

bunker silo – large concrete trench in which 
silage is stored and covered with plastic

conservation – preservation and protection  
of natural resources

conventional – style of farming used most 
widely; conventional farmers can use 
both human-made or natural fertilizers 
and pesticides and seeds that have been 
developed through either traditional  
breeding or biotechnology

cover crops – crops that are planted to 
prevent soil erosion and add soil nutrients

cow-calf herd – cows and their calves  
which are raised as beef cattle

dormant – when trees lose their leaves and 
stop growing in winter

drought – a long period of time with no rainfall

feed truck – vehicle that is used to mix and 
deliver feed for livestock

feedlot – an area of land where livestock are 
fed until ready for market

hoop barn – building consisting of a steel 
frame covered with strong fabric or plastic

manure – the waste (poop) produced by pigs, 
cattle, and other livestock

market weight – weight of a livestock animal 
when it is ready to be slaughtered for food

no-till – a way of growing crops without 
disturbing the soil with tillage

organic – style of farming which avoids 
the use of human-made fertilizers and 
pesticides or seeds developed with 
biotechnology

ornamental corn – colorful corn that is 
grown to be used as decoration

profitable – to make money selling products 
or services

prune – cut off unnecessary branches

ration – daily portion of feed given to 
livestock; feed rations are scientifically 
balanced to keep animals healthy

robotic milker – machine that automatically 
milks cows without a farmer present

silage – plants such as corn which are 
chopped when green and stored without 
being dried first; used to feed livestock

soil erosion – the wearing away of soil by 
water or wind

soybean meal – crushed soybeans which 
have had the oil removed

strip-till – a way of growing crops in which 
soil is only disturbed where seeds are planted

sustainable – a way of using resources 
without damage or using them up

weaned – a young mammal that no longer 
needs its mother’s milk and can eat solid food

96% 
Family-Owned



“We are always striving to do better, and when we find something that works for our community, earth, and family we stick with it!” ~ Rosie Trump    “We’re not trying to hide anything. W
e’re trying to create the best product possible to feed the w

orld.” ~
 D

rew
 Kuhn       “W

e can’t sit in the background and let other people write our history.” ~ Nate Hill      “I just love farming. I can’t wait to get over here in the morning.” ~ Alan Adams        “Growing apples is a year-round job, and people don’t realize that.” ~ 
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If you want to learn about soil and water conservation, ask Alan Adams or his son Ross Adams. Their family has 
improved soil health and protected water quality for decades. “The environment and soil conservation have been a 
central part of our decisions as long as I can remember,” says Alan.

Alan and Ross raise beef cattle and grow corn, soybeans, and alfalfa. Their feedlot holds 1,000 head of cattle. They 
also have a cow-calf herd with 50 cows. Alan says caring for the cattle is his favorite part of farming. Ross says he 
especially enjoys running the machinery needed to grow the crops.

One important conservation decision was to make sure the feedlot was underneath a roof. “That was a huge financial 
commitment,” says Alan. By covering the feedlot with a hoop barn, the nearby creek stays clean. When it rains, clean 
water runs off the roof. Without the roof, cattle manure could be washed 
out of the lot and into the stream.

Alan and Ross also use no-till and strip-till methods of raising their 
crops. Not tilling their fields helps soil 
quality and prevents soil erosion.

When he’s not farming, Alan likes to travel, 
read history, and listen to classical music. 
Ross takes a break from work by swimming 
in the farm pond and attending his children’s 
sporting events.

Nate Hill remembers the exact date he started using a robotic 
milker: September 28, 2015. The first few days using the new 

machine were hard. All the cows had to 
learn where to go and what to do. But 
now Nate “can actually manage the farm 
better,” he says. 

Having a robotic machine to milk the 
cows saves Nate six hours of work every 
day. That gives him more time to pay 
attention to cow health and comfort. It 
also leaves more time for family. Coaching 
soccer and baseball are just two of the 
ways he stays busy with his kids.

Nate and his wife Brittany run the dairy 
farm with his parents, Brian and Barb Hill. They grow field corn in addition to raising dairy cows. All of the corn is 
chopped to make silage. The silage is stored in a bunker silo until it is used as feed for the cattle.

Educating others is important to Nate. “I actually love the educational part” of farming, he says. He has hosted 
farm field trips for preschool and kindergarten students. He and his dad also help 4-H club members to raise 
dairy animals to show at the Sandwich Fair.

As farmers, “we have to write our own stories,” 
says Nate. He wants people to know that most 
farms are family farms like his. By educating 
others, Nate is helping to make that happen.

Drew Kuhn has only been a full-time farmer for four years. But, he says, “I’ve always wanted to do it.” 
After graduating college with a degree in Animal Science, he worked other jobs until he could farm full-time.

Drew, his brother, and their dad grow corn and soybeans. They also raise pigs. The corn they grow 
becomes feed for their pigs. They sell their soybeans, but they buy soybean meal, which is another part of 
the pigs’ ration. 

Working with the pigs is Drew’s favorite part of farming. His family’s hog 
operation is wean to finish. This means they bring weaned piglets to the farm 
and feed them until they are market weight. It’s hard work, but he likes it. “I’m 
not made to sit in an office,” he says.

Drew also likes being able to bring his children with him to work now and then. 
“I’m always trying to be sustainable,” he explains. He wants a healthy farm to be 
there for the next generation.

On a summer day in 2022, Drew got badly hurt while running the feed truck. 
His left hand got caught in the auger. After the accident, his hand and part of his 
arm were amputated. He has since adapted to using only one hand. 

The accident was a reminder of how dangerous farming can 
be. “Take all the precautions necessary when you’re 
doing things,” he says. It’s an important  
reminder to himself and to all farmers.

“I’m a very organized person,” says Kathy Bock. It’s a good thing, because owning an apple orchard involves a lot of  
planning ahead. Kathy, her daughter Brittany, and her son-in-law Shane run Honey Hill Orchard near Waterman. 

Growing apples is a year-round job. “We start to prune trees in December or January, depending on how cold it is,” 
says Kathy. Pruning must be finished by the end of March while the apple trees are still dormant. When the weather 
warms in spring, the apple trees begin to blossom. From then until the orchard opens in the fall, the work never stops. 

The orchard is only open in September and October, when the apples 
are ripe. However, Kathy, Brittany, and Shane are busy preparing 
all spring and summer. Shane does outside work like mowing and 
spraying. Kathy and Brittany order supplies, check equipment, and find 
people to hire. Everything must run smoothly in the fall when families 
arrive to pick apples and eat cider donuts. 

Kathy enjoys taking care of the many details needed to run the 
orchard. “I’m a very 
independent, self-
motivated person,” she says. She likes working for 
herself, rather than for a boss. She also loves the 
fact that she is helping to make memories for the 
families that visit Honey Hill. 

“Being our own boss is nice,” says Rosie Trump about farming with her brother Trent Sanderson 
and the rest of their family. Now that they both have young children, it is especially helpful that they can 
set their own schedules. 

Rosie, Trent, and their dad work together to grow both organic and conventional crops. Those crops 
include corn, soybeans, wheat, oats, and cover crops. They also raise beef cattle, sheep, and pigs. 

Their farm has a unique feature: a store where they sell the meat from the 
livestock they raise. Customers who like to know exactly where their food is 
grown can order online and drive to the farm to pick it up.

As a farmer, Trent likes to pay attention to details and try new things to 
see if they will work. Rosie enjoys connecting with the public. She shares 
their farm’s story in person, on the farm website, and on social media. They 
both know that educating others about farming is essential.

Sustainability is an important focus for both Rosie and Trent. They 
explain that farm sustainability isn’t just about the 
environment. “In order for a farming practice to be 
truly sustainable, it has to be profitable,” says Rosie. 
In other words, a farmer has to make money, or they 
can no longer produce food at all.

One spring, Dean Johnson planted corn three times on land along the Kishwaukee River. All three 
times, the river flooded and ruined his crop. After that, he cut back on the amount of land he farmed. He 
also found a job off the farm. 

Dean says the river forced him to find a job in addition to farming. But it also guided him to what job 
it would be. Working for the DeKalb County Soil & Water Conservation District, Dean helps farmers and 
others protect natural resources.

Dean farms the same land his family has farmed for over 140 years. “There’s a lot of history 
here,” he says. He grows sweet corn, field corn, ornamental corn, pumpkins, squash, and gourds. 

His son Dustin has also started growing Christmas trees.

Dean and his family sell their crops directly from the farm. 
This means they often interact with people face-to-face. 
Dean welcomes the chance to answer questions and share 
information about farming. He also loves to talk about the 
history of his farm and the surrounding area. 

Watching the changing seasons is what Dean most enjoys 
about farming. His favorite season is spring, “because it’s 
the renewal of life.” 

Dean doesn’t 
like the unpredictability that weather 
brings. Whether there will be too much 
rain, or a drought, “It’s out of your 
control,” he says.

Sustainability

Independence Conservation

Adaptation

EducationHistory

Rosalie Trump & Trent Sanderson
        7th generation farmers
Family: Rosie – Husband Corey, children; Violet – 8, and Calvin – 4 
        Trent – wife Elizabeth, children; Owen – 8, Jack – 6, and Lane – 3
Location: Clare
Trivia: Rosie and Trent’s ancestors arrived in the United States from  
Norway in 1843, and every generation has farmed.

Drew Kuhn
        4th generation farmer
Family: Wife, Kayla, daughters Avery – 4, and Charlotte – 2
Location: Genoa
Trivia: When he can get away from the farm, Drew likes to take  
his family camping to places like Devil’s Lake in Wisconsin.

Nate Hill
        5th generation farmer
Family: Wife, Brittany, children; Cole – 8, Miller – 6, and Haynes – 3
Location: Maple Park
Trivia: If he wasn’t farming, Nate says he might enjoy being a chef.

Dean Johnson
        4th generation farmer
Family: Wife Charlene, adult son and 2 daugthers
Location: Sycamore
Trivia: Dean Johnson’s farm west of Sycamore 
has been in his family since his great-
grandfather started farming it in 1884.

Alan & Ross Adams
        5th & 6th generation farmers
Family: Alan – wife JoAnn, 3 adult sons 
        Ross – wife Jessie, children; Adalynn – 11,  
        and Gunner – 8
Location: Sandwich
Trivia: Each spring, Alan and his family host 4th graders  
from Dümmer Elementary in Sandwich on a farm field trip.  
As of 2024, almost 1,000 students had visited their farm.

Kathy Bock
        2nd generation farmer
Family: Three adult daughters
Location: Waterman
Trivia: Kathy was studying nursing at 
Kishwaukee College when her dad asked if 
she would like to come back home to work 
with him at the orchard.


